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Abstract 

This study analyzes how Taiwanese Muslims construct and negotiate their identity

through impression management on social network sites (SNSs). The findings

demonstrate that their impression management on SNSs serves as a response, if not

resistance, to the preexisting power structure underlying the global circulation of

knowledge on religion and ethnicity. First, this study demonstrates that they have 

developed a uniquely local identity of being Taiwanese Muslim, combining the

religious identity and Taiwanese citizenship. Secondly, this study illustrates

Taiwanese Muslims’ strategies of impression management on Facebook. By applying 

the dramaturgical approach, this study explores how Taiwanese Muslims present

appropriate impressions as a response to the ways in which Muslims and Islam are

perceived in the society. They believe Taiwanese users on Facebook have superficial

understanding about Muslim and Islam but the society’s negative stereotypes are only

against Middle-eastern Muslims. Therefore, they develop three main strategies of

identity expression: 1) deliberating sources of correct information about Muslim; 2)

highlighting the ‘ordinariness’ of Muslim people; 3) presenting a highly disciplined

self. Faced with the challenge of context collapse on SNSs, some of the Taiwanese 

Muslims developed managing skills and learned to segregate audience by applying

custom friend list, tagging review functions and even creating new pages to maintain 

the confines between their own stages and other performers. 

Keyword: Taiwanese Muslims, identity performance, impression management, Social 

Networking Sites, Facebook, context collapse 
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摘要 

 

本文旨在探討台灣地區僅占 0.3%人口的漢語穆斯林身份認同，並剖析影響青年

穆斯林在社群網站上的展演行動之社會認知、隱私與科技功能等因素。本研究以

半結構式訪談訪問 11 位介於 20 至 40 歲青年穆斯林，發現受訪者一致發展出「信

仰伊斯蘭教的台灣公民」之身份認同。第二部分運用高夫曼劇場理論之形象管理

概念，分析台灣穆斯林在 Facebook 的展演策略。針對社會中的非穆斯林觀眾，

受訪者認為台灣大眾對伊斯蘭教一知半解，不若西方「伊斯蘭恐懼症」現象嚴重，

負面印象也僅限於中東穆斯林；台灣多元宗教與族群之社會形態也有利於展演宗

教認同。為符合前述脈絡，台灣穆斯林主要發展出三種形像展演的策略：1. 提

供穆斯林知識之正確來源 2. 信仰伊斯蘭的「常人」3. 行為自律者。受訪者傾向

分享有關穆斯林之新聞報章資訊，也善於運用相片、影片、打卡等視覺元素吸引

非穆斯林關注。此外，有鑒於社群網站「情境崩解」之現象頻繁，受訪者也習得

分群、標籤審查甚至另開粉絲專頁等方式，在穆斯林與非穆斯林觀眾間維護不同

的展演形象。宗教中的性別規範亦是影響台灣穆斯林展演策略的重要因子。 

 

 

關鍵字：台灣穆斯林、穆斯林、身份認同、展演、劇場理論、形象管理、社群網

站、Facebook、情境崩解 
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Ch1 Introduction 

 

1.1 Research Background 

 

According to Oxford Dictionaries Online, the definition of Islamophobia is the 

“dislike of or prejudice against Islam or Muslims, especially as a political force” 

(May 20, 2017). While not a completely new concept for the Western societies, the 

term—and the phenomenon it refers to—have become globally widespread in the past 

decade since September 11th, 2001 (Sheridan, 2006). Rooted in Muslim-West 

relations and conflicts dating back 1400 years, Western mass media has typically 

characterized Muslims as radical, intolerant fundamentalists who repressing women 

(Hafez, 2000). Biased media coverage has generated negative stereotypes against 

Muslims and the Islamic religion and has hugely influenced the public perception of 

Muslims (Hafez, 2000; Shuriye et al, 2013). The impact is enormous not only for 

people in Muslim-majority countries but also for Muslim minorities within Western 

countries. As a result of constant misrepresentation and dehumanization, Muslims are 

found to have been incentivized to become devoted to Internet activities and activism 

(Bunt, 2003) in order to resist the mass media and to change peoples’ perception of 

Muslims and Islam. The Internet has been considered one of the most useful tools 

through which minority groups can enhance internal solidarity, express personal and 

collective identity (Correa, T. and Jeong, S.H. 2011), and create public spheres that 

guarantee engagement in dialogue with the majority of society (Huang, 2002).  
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The phenomenon of Islamophobia and subsequent resistance activities of Muslims, 

however, do not only occur in Western countries. In Taiwan, international news 

coverage is mostly derived from English-dominant international media such as CNN, 

BBC and so on. Since the mass media in Taiwan continues to replicate the negative 

stereotypes against Muslims and Islam from Western perspectives, Muslims in Taiwan 

seem to also have been incentivized to stand up to the unfavorable situation. During 

my undergraduate study in Arabic language and culture, I have had the chance to 

befriend some Taiwanese Muslims whose population only account for 0.3% of the 

total population in Taiwan. They always appeared to be enthusiastic in explaining and 

clarifying the nature of their religion whenever terrorist attacks conducted by Muslim 

extremists were reported in international news. They organized student clubs of 

Islamic culture together with foreign Muslim students from universities across Taiwan, 

held exhibitions and lectures to introduce Muslims and Islam in schools, and, most 

importantly, actively shared knowledge about Islam on an individual and personal 

basis on Facebook, the most popular SNS in Taiwan. It was apparent that Taiwanese 

Muslims feel the obligation to resist mass media misrepresentation through online 

activism, just as Muslim minorities in the West have been observed to do (Shuriye at 

al, 2013). 

 

It may be difficult, however, for Taiwanese Muslims to formulate strategies for 

self-presentation and impression management. Taiwanese Muslims as a social group 
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have access to little visibility in Taiwanese society. Unlike African Americans or the 

Muslim minorities of the West whose issues have been highlighted by many 

advocates over the decades, the Taiwanese Muslim community is a brand new topic 

that awaits the discussion of society. Meanwhile, the attitude of the general public 

towards either Islam or Muslims is far from amicable (Chao, 2004). The social 

context in Taiwan, which differs from that of the age-old Muslim-West rhetoric, adds 

yet another layer of interpretation to the phenomenon. Previous researches have 

examined the formation of community and the current identity of Muslims in Taiwan. 

However, there has been little discussion on how Taiwanese Muslims manage to 

represent themselves in the SNS-era. Thus, this study not only takes a closer look at 

the identity formation of Taiwanese Muslims, but also explores online Muslim 

identity self-presentation on Facebook, one of the largest social network site. 

 

 

1.2 Research Framework 
 

The aim of this study is to extend existing studies of Muslim identity in Taiwan to 

technology-driven Internet studies by focusing on the usage of Facebook, one of the 

largest SNSs in the world and one that has exerted significant influence over the way 

people communicate and express their opinions. By applying Erving Goffman’s 

dramaturgical perspective, I first examine through this study how the younger 

generations of Muslims in Taiwan perceive their newly formed identity as Taiwanese 

Muslim in the specific context of both local and global communities. I then explore 
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what images of the self that Taiwanese Muslims expect to represent based on their 

perception; finally, I explore their strategies of self-presentation, otherwise referred to 

as impression management, on Facebook, and how they perceive and utilize the 

technological environment and forms of expression available on the Facebook 

website to achieve their goals. 

 

Goffman’s dramaturgical approach illustrates how people manage to construct ideal 

images in front of different groups of others. The approach has been greatly 

influential for studies of identity and SNSs. Erving Goffman published his renowned 

book The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life in 1959, in which he used 

dramaturgical metaphors to portray the nuances of face-to-face social interaction. 

According to his theory, during social contact with others, an individual presents 

different faces in compliance with the requirements of different occasions. Social life 

becomes an ensemble of multiple stages where people strive to maintain ideal 

performance for certain audiences using a number of factors to manage the 

impressions they give. SNSs, unlike traditional mass media or the Internet in earlier 

phases, serve as user-centered online platforms on which users connect, chat, interact 

and express themselves as they are the center of their own networks (Papacharissi, 

2013). The various functions available on SNSs moreover provide users with the 

capacity to design the degree of openness of the stage, and to decide who can see their 

performance, or in Goffman’s terminology, “front stage and back stage” and 

“audience.” The application of Goffman’s dramaturgical approach in this study may 

help us gain a better understanding of the motives and actions of self-presentation 

practiced by Taiwanese Muslims within the technological arena of Facebook. 
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1.3 Research Questions 

 

According to the research background discussed above, the aim of this study is to 

examine the following topics. First, I examine the identity of Taiwanese Muslims. The 

Internet has become one of the most influential platforms on which people seek to 

shape their identity and SNSs further expand its role as a tool for identity presentation. 

Considering that the expression of identity online can be achieved through diverse 

forms and actions, the objective of this study is to examine the usage of SNSs for 

self-presentation by Taiwanese Muslims, for instance, their intention, efforts and 

adaptation to the communicating environment on SNSs.  

 

In accordance with the above line of inquiry, the research questions I’d like to raise in 

this study are: 

1. What is the identity of Taiwanese Muslims? How is this identity shaped by 

Taiwan’s local political, cultural and social context and by the global trend of 

Islamophobia?  

 

2. What strategies of self-presentation are practiced by Taiwanese Muslims on 

Facebook as a response to local and global perceptions of Muslims? How are the 

architecture and functions provided by Facebook applied to achieve their 

purposes of impression management? 
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Ch2 Literature Review 

 

2.1 The Emergence of the Taiwanese Muslim Identity 

 

In Taiwan, there are around 60,000 Muslims. This does not include the large amount 

of migrant worker who mainly come from Indonesia. Only one third of Muslims in 

Taiwan are born into Muslim families; others have converted to Islam because of 

marriage or personal choice (Taipei Grand Mosque, 2015). Born Muslims and 

converted Muslims form the essential components of the local Muslim communities 

in Taiwan. According to the doctrines of Islam, people who were born into a Muslim 

family are naturally Muslim. In general, born Muslims grow up with knowledge of 

Islamic religion while converted Muslims only start to learn about the religion after 

they are attracted to it. However, former studies indicate that the majority of born 

Muslim in Taiwan has been greatly sinicized. The inhabitation of secular society for 

decades also leads to the lack of understanding of Islam (Su, 2002; Lin, 2013a、

2013b). Compared with converted Muslims who wishfully embrace the lifestyle and 

the community that come with Islam, born Muslims do not necessarily live up to 

religious disciplines in their daily life. Therefore the collective presence of these 

Muslim is not obvious in Taiwan at all. It was not until recent years that these Muslim 

communities began identifying themselves as Taiwanese Muslim (Lin, 2013a; 

Pelletier, 2014) due to the complicated historical context of their immigration process. 

To discuss the identity of Taiwanese Muslims, it is necessary to give careful 
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consideration to the historical background of Han-speaking Muslim (漢語穆斯林) 

communities that can be traced back to China.  

 

2.1.1 From China to Taiwan: the Historical Background 

 

Throughout the course of history, Han-speaking Muslims have always been allocated 

ambiguous positions on the map of ethnic identity in China. Since the Tang dynasty in 

7th century, Muslims have been traveling to China from the Middle East and central 

Asia for commercial and political purposes. They lived in inclusive communities (蕃

坊) where all the foreign merchants resided. They were allowed to preserve their 

culture in Chang-an, one of the most international cities of the time. However, no 

fully functional Muslim community (Ummah) was formed until the reign of the 

Mongol Empire. At that time, “colored-eye foreigners” (色目人) occupied the highest 

level of social stratification as enforced by Mongolian rulers, a policy that gave 

foreign Muslims complete liberty to maintain their culture and lifestyle.  

 

Yet, the Mongolian Yuan Dynasty fell apart and China was taken over by Han 

Chinese again in the 14th century. By that time, Muslims in China had become 

isolated from the central land of Islam due to the collapse of the Mongol Empire 

(Pillsbury, 1972). These Muslims had no choice but to keep a low profile and to 

become integrated with the local community, especially in the face of a series of Han 

Renaissance policies executed during the Ming Dynasty. Gradually assimilated with 
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local Han Chinese, these Muslims turned into ethnic minorities referred to as Hui or 

Han-speaking Muslim, and adopted lifestyles that incorporated both Han culture and 

Islamic culture. They established mosques, Islamic schools and communities around 

mosque in many cities through China. Scholars have named the phenomenon “an 

extensive dispersion with localized concentrations” (大分散小集中) (Lin, 2013b). 

Islam includes not only religious beliefs and rituals but also overall regulations of 

personal and communal life. To make sure Muslim communities live in Islamic way, 

Islamic law (Shar’ia) has to be fully executed. The lack of Islamic theocratic reign in 

China has made it impossible for Han-speaking Muslims to learn and practice 

comprehensive Islamic lifestyle. Hence, the existence of their culture only signified 

religion until the era of early modern China (Lin, 2013a). 

 

Islam is believed to have first reached Taiwan in the 17th century when Muslim 

migrants emigrated from the provinces in southern China. They had lived within 

non-Muslim communities for hundreds of years and had been assimilated into 

Han-dominated society. At that moment in time, this group of people had mostly 

stopped practicing Islam and lost the Muslim identity. Only very little evidence can be 

found in their ancestor-worship rituals demonstrating that their ancestors were once 

Muslims (Su, 2012; Lin, 2013a).  

 

During the last few decades of Ch’ing Dynasty, interactions between Muslims living 

in East Asia with central land of Islam increased. Muslims started to go on Hajj 
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journeys (朝覲) or to obtain Islamic knowledge from the Middle East. These 

interactions sparked the Islam revival movement that brought the Islamic culture from 

Arab-Islamic lands and Osman Turkey Empire back into China and led to waves of 

uprisings in Muslim communities and conflicts against the Ch’ing government. 

Following harsh crackdowns by the government, Han-speaking Muslims turned to 

seek cooperation with the Revolutionists. When Sun Yet-Sen and the Kuomingtang 

(KMT) government outlined the idea of “Five Peoples of China” (五族共和) under 

the flag of Great Chinese Nationalism, Muslims who embraced the ideology were 

clearly designated as the Hui ethnic group (回族). The distinct boundary of “Hui” 

made these people ethnically different from the Han; the difference in religion was 

also apparent, although less significantly so (Pelletier, 2014). Hence, the revival 

movement of Islam in China was interrupted again by Chinese Civil War. 

 

After the KMT government lost the civil war and the Chinese Communist Party took 

over China, large numbers of Muslims fled to Southeast Asia and Taiwan. This was 

known as the second wave of Muslim immigration to Taiwan. By the end of the 

Chinese Civil War, around 50,000 Muslims had fled to Taiwan with the KMT 

government. Many of them were soldiers and government employees who came from 

different provinces of China where Islam influence is strong, such as Yunnan, 

Xinjiang, Ningxia, and Gansu (Su, 2002).  

 

2.1.2 The Identity of Taiwanese Muslims  
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After their arrival in Taiwan, Han-speaking Muslims settled across a number of 

different cities. Because of their diasporic background, they did not establish 

communities around mosques as other Muslim migrants do in other countries (Su, 

2002). At that time patriotism throughout Taiwan suppressed all other kinds of 

divergent identities. In terms of ethnicity, despite their different backgrounds, all 

immigrants from China were viewed as Mainlanders or waishengren (外省人) as a 

whole in contrast with benshengren (本省人) and indigenous peoples. This decreased 

the ethnic identity of the Hui and enforced the ethnic identity of mainlanders within 

the group. Due to the long period of authoritarian rule and the China-/Han-centered 

education policy, first generation Han-speaking Muslims did not have the chance and 

motivation to develop an identity strongly connected to Taiwan. Su (2002) and Lin 

(2013a, 2013b) pointed out that Muslim associations in Taiwan, at that time, 

functioned more as NGOs and institutions for establishing government diplomatic 

relations with Middle East countries than as religious organizations. As a consequence, 

the power of these organizations declined when the government changed its foreign 

policies.  

 

Since the 1970s, highly accelerated economic developments have enabled Taiwan to 

become a more modernized and westernized society. People drifted away from 

religion and began leading more secular lives. Although Muslim associations had 

previously tried to establish connections with Chinese Muslims to trace the root of 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i Univ

ers
i t

y

 11 

their identities when cross-strait interactions increased in frequency and intensity after 

the lift of martial law in 1987, the young generations of Taiwanese Muslims continue 

to feel detached from “Mother China” (Lin, 2013a, 2013b). As local Taiwanese 

consciousness continued to gain momentum, the young generations began attempting 

to establish a new image of Taiwanese Muslims and forge the new concept of 

Han-speaking Muslims Ummah (新華人穆斯林社群觀) on many occasions of 

international visibility. 

 

It is worth highlighting the existence of another group of Han-speaking Muslims in 

Taiwan. They are the Muslims who moved from China to Myanmar and Thailand 

during the civil war and began moving back to Taiwan after the 1980s. This 

constitutes the third phase of Muslim immigration to Taiwan. Many of them settled in 

Zhonghe District of New Taipei City, Zhongli of Taoyuan City and some other towns 

(Yu, 2009). The second and the third waves of Muslim immigration mainly constitute 

the vast majority of the born Muslim community in Taiwan. While they lived in 

Myanmar and Thailand, their Muslim identity separated them from other Chinese 

migrants, and they maintained strong Islamic lifestyles as a both religious and ethnic 

minority that prompted them to build concentrated communities after coming to 

Taiwan. Yu (2009), Hu& Ma (2011) and Chen (2012) pointed out that these Muslims 

exhibit the special diasporic identity of the Islamic community rather than ethnic 

identities like Chinese and Taiwanese. For these Muslims, the nationalism of 

Myanmar/Thailand or even Taiwan does not constitute their core identity as people.  
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The gradual consolidation of the Taiwanese identity that has taken shape over the last 

few decades has exerted significant influence upon the young people on this island. 

The younger generation pays little attention to the backgrounds of their parents or 

grandparents nowadays; their identity as Taiwanese is a national identity and is highly 

related to their birth places rather than ethnic group. Pelletier (2014) found that young 

Muslims in Taiwan mostly identify themselves as Taiwanese, while the identity of 

being Muslims is no longer tied with ethnic groups but with a global religion: Islam. 

That is to say, among this group, the Muslim identity primarily serves as a religious 

identity rather than ethnic one. 

 

Lin (2014) has observed that 2nd and 3rd generation Han-speaking Muslims in Taiwan 

feel more connected to Arab-Islam than to Chinese-Islam. This has led to a shift in 

identity from being an ethnic minority (Hui) to being a religious minority. He believes 

that this change occurred after the lift of martial law. The Muslim community in 

Taiwan, which was led by the pro-KMT Chinese Muslim Association, became more 

open to international foreign influences. Han-speaking Muslims in Taiwan today no 

longer speak about themselves in terms of the Hui people. Instead, they consider 

themselves as Muslims and a part of a global religion (Pelletier, 2014). Lin (2013a) 

and others believe that the phenomenon is in part a reaction of Muslims who face 

obstacles abroad on account of the awkward international circumstances of Taiwan. 

By studying in Arab-Islamic states or interacting with foreign Muslims, Han-speaking 
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Muslims in Taiwan have begun developing the localized identity of Taiwanese 

Muslim. Pelletier then made further research and provided cases evidencing an 

attempt to express a Taiwanese Muslim identity. By amalgamating the Muslim 

identity as part of the global Islamic community with the Taiwanese identity as a 

sense of national belonging, the identity of Taiwanese Muslim is gaining gradual 

visibility. 

 

Taiwanese Muslims, however, still face the obstacle of forming an increasingly 

distinctive religious identity that clearly differentiates from other members of society. 

A religious faith that is marginalized makes it harder for Taiwanese Muslims to 

occupy a prominent position in Taiwan’s society. In addition to being the minority, 

Taiwanese Muslims face another obstacle—the disintegration of the Islam heritage in 

Taiwan. The overly small size of the community that leads to the lack of religious 

cohesion is the crucial reason (Chen, 2012). Marcia (1989) explained that the 

presence of identity only exists when healthy cultural identities have developed. That 

is to say, individuals are only trying to represent themselves as resistance to 

mainstream society even when they embrace the cultural marks of their community 

(Grasmuck et al, 2009). In the face of the rapidly changing social and political 

environment, the question of maintaining cohesion within religious communities has 

become a significant issue (Su, 2002) on top of the rising need of dialogue between 

Taiwan’s mainstream society and its Muslim community. 
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Therefore, the question that needs to be asked is how the younger generations of 

Taiwanese Muslims regard their identity that has gradually formulated over the past 

few decades. If they embrace the new identity of Taiwanese Muslim, how would they 

present it to the non-Muslim Taiwan society? It is therefore the aim of this study to 

look into the self-presentation of their identity as Taiwanese Muslims or under any 

other forms of identities. 

 
2.2 Theoretical Background: Dramaturgical Approach 
 

2.2.1 The Presentation of the Self and Social Network Sites 

 

Erving Goffman (1959) developed a series of concepts highlighting the idea that 

individuals perform their identity. He used theatrical metaphors to explain how people 

present an ideal image to others rather than their authentic selves (Hogan, 2010). The 

social life of individuals is considered a stage upon which their every single move 

reflects certain roles or characteristics of the individuals. People who participate in 

social occasions are the audiences who define the different roles that an individual 

should play in front of them. That is to say, an individual has to be aware of the gaze 

from the audience and to present desirable images according to the social conventions 

s/he observes and deems to be suitable for the audience and the occasion (Bullingham 

and Vasconcelos, 2013). 

 

Another key concept of Goffman’s theory is that individuals try to maintain consistent 
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performances in the face of particular audiences within a given period. This 

continuous presence allows individuals to selectively hide or reveal details. The 

process is referred to as “impression management.” A performance, otherwise termed 

“activity” by Goffman, always occurs in specific settings. He used the dramaturgical 

terms “front stage” and “back stage” to distinguish between the situations where 

people are expected to present normalized self and occasions where they are not. How 

to play a role perfectly is defined by the situations, the audiences and other performers 

in the same team rather than the performer himself alone. All participants of any given 

setting help to define what role and personality have to be presented by the 

performers. In order to control the information given during performances, the team 

would carefully select their members and choose to give the performance in front of 

an appropriate audience to make sure that they present ideal images. 

 

According to Goffman’s approach, the presentation of individuals equals their self. 

Individuals are always observing the occasions they are participating in. People ought 

to be aware of the regulations existing in the situation and to decide on an appropriate 

role to play. The presentation thus becomes the desired self for both performer and 

audience. It should be noted that the self isn’t the cause of presentation. On the 

contrary, the presented self is an outcome of interactions between the performer, the 

team, and the audience. Performers always act in accordance with the information and 

impression s/he acquires from other participants of the activity while others also 

interact with the performer based on the continuous impression s/he gives. People 
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tend to see the presentation of performers as their real self or the real self of the team.  

 

The dramaturgical approach is considered a useful perspective for understanding 

online self-presentation (Hogan, 2010) even though the original approach applies to 

interpersonal communication. Although technology-mediated communication such as 

conversation via telephone can be a stage upon which performers can listen to each 

other’s responses, the interactive process provides little room for hiding or revealing 

detailed information of the self. The advent of the Internet has changed everything, 

including the way we communicate with each other; the new technology furthermore 

allows us to transcend time-space boundaries. Today, the frequency that 

communication occurs on the Internet may be no less than that of face-to-face 

communication. The stage of presentation has also expanded from daily life 

interaction to online space. In the WEB2.0 online environment, individuals are 

allowed to interact using virtual identities through which they are able to present 

themselves as whoever they want. Online identities have generally been considered as 

pseudo or half-truth, but the interactions and the new relationships among masked 

users are real and are certainly influencing how users think and behave (Jiang, 2010). 

Early studies of online identities were mostly focused on identity presentation in 

anonymous environment such as chatrooms and Bulletin Boards. In these scenarios, 

people perform roles that are detached from the real self and manage to build different 

characters and identities that are consistent with the parts of the self not desirable in 

offline stages (Huang 2002; Hsueh 2001). Grasmuck, Martin & Zhao (2009) also 
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found that people are more likely to reveal their hidden negative personalities in 

anonymous settings. 

 

However, the online world also has drastically shifted from anonymous environment 

to more nonymous ones due to the prevalence of social network sites (SNSs). As 

defined by Boyd (2006), SNSs are online website systems on which individuals are 

allowed to (1) create personal profiles that are public or semi-public in a certain 

format, (2) establish lists of other users that the individuals share social connections 

with, and (3) browse other users’ profiles and lists of connections within the systems. 

While several terms in the public sphere refer to the same systems, Boyd and Ellison 

(2007) specifically choose network instead of networking or other terms to describe 

the system. They indicated that the term networking puts emphasis on new 

relationships between strangers while the systems mostly enable individuals to 

navigate previously existing social networks, i.e., users mainly use SNSs to 

communicate with family, friends and acquaintances they already know in real-world 

social networks. For instance, Facebook started within the Harvard University as an 

extra platform in the offline social life of its students. Every early-stage user had to 

register with their Harvard email address so that they are confirmed to be a Harvard 

student or alumni. With full assurance of user identity, early users did not need to 

worry about safety when revealing their real names on the system (Shafie, Nayan & 

Osman, 2012). This makes the SNSs a platform on which we have to present images 

that are at least consistent with the self in offline life. Although new users are more 
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likely to use pseudo name as Facebook gradually acquired greater popularity, there 

are other popular SNSs that do not require users to show their real names, such as 

Twitter, instagram and many others; most users, however, usually still befriend 

people they already know in the offline world in the initial stages of using a SNS 

(Boyd, 2012). 

 

Thus, individuals are no longer able to create various new identities in the world of 

SNSs. People are now finding that, even on SNSs, they face people they already know 

offline and are obliged to give performances to family, friends, colleagues and 

acquaintances. As noted by Boyd (2008), the default structure of SNSs usually 

assumes that individuals are at the center of the public stage and that every piece of 

content they produce is for the purpose of conveying messages to members of the 

public within their networks. As a result, the social boundaries bound to physical 

world disappear on SNSs. The overlapping of audiences, termed as “context collapse,” 

and the obscurity between front stage and back stage leading to increasing tensions 

for SNSs users (Binder, Howes & Sutcliffe, 2009) because users are unable to decide 

upon the most appropriate form of performance to present in front of so many 

different groups of audiences. 

 

2.2.2 Identity Performance of Minority Groups and Social Network 

Sites 
 

Many early studies viewed the Internet as a virtual world in which individuals’ spatial, 
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social and physical features can be mostly filtered out (Reynolds & Greenfield, 2004; 

Chang and Tsuen, 2012). This utopian advantage seemed to make the Internet the 

“voice of the voiceless” through which minority groups are allowed to articulate their 

differences with safety (Bunt, 2000; Youssef, 2013). Yet, previous studies have also 

identified that SNSs are often designed to connect the personal networks of users. It is 

common for users on SNSs to be divided into groups according to offline networks 

that already exist, for example, alumni from the same university, residents who live in 

the same neighborhood, or colleagues who work in the same industries (Boyd and 

Ellison, 2007). Grasmuck et al. (2009) also pointed out social networks on Facebook 

are mostly linked to the real-life community of users. While the nonymous setting of 

SNSs is reflective of offline social relationships, the online performance of identity 

anchors social structures and even the broader social hierarchy in which individuals 

live. Therefore, Goffman’s ideas of impression management, which suggest that 

people always manage to act out ideal images in front of others in face-to-face 

communication, seem to revive and regain significance in the self-presentation of 

minorities within the identifiable environments of SNSs.  

 

Impression management on SNSs not only involves the self- presentation of 

individuals but also relate to the collective endeavors of groups that users belong to 

(Litt et al, 2014). As Goffman suggested, our ideal self is often influenced by the 

social group to which we belong. Members of a community who have identified 

themselves as part of a social group often share common cultural marks and values 
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(Stets & Burke, 2000; Shafie et al, 2012). While individuals perform themselves in 

front of group members, they are also exchanging and reproducing the similar marks 

that make them feel tied to each other (Pearson, 2009). In their studies on the ethnic 

and racial identity presentation of college students on Facebook, Grasmuck et al 

(2009) found that students of racial minorities who are African American, Latino 

American, and Indian American love to present the cultural features of their own 

ethno-racial community through profiles, photos and personal interests such as movie 

or literature preferences. They also tend to upload photos of social occasions 

intensively. Scholars see the phenomenon as a form of empowerment, one that 

emphasizes the connection of individual strengths therefore competing with broader 

society. The usage habit of SNSs may also be replicated across the individual 

networks of group members. Correa and Jeong (2011) have furthermore found that 

users of minority groups in the US tend to express their thoughts and feelings on 

SNSs more than for the purpose of maintaining contact with their friends. However, 

different groups of people tend to express their thoughts in different ways. Correa and 

Jeong indicated that while Asian students like to consider SNS a personal diary with 

which to record their life and wish for little feedback, African Americans are more 

active in presenting their cultures to the world. 

 

The system of SNSs provides users with online spheres on which we can not only 

create images in the way we want others to perceive ourselves (Cunningham, 2012) 

but also to negotiate our social positions with the majority and other social groups. 
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Schuschke (2015) stated that African American students are “applying SNSs to 

counter-hegemonic narratives and discriminatory social structures” (p.77) that had 

previously stereotyped them as the inferior race. Compared to white people, African 

Americans have been found to pay much more attention to civic and political 

activities online (Harp et al, 2010). The Egyptian Coptic Christians, especially after 

the 2011 Egyptian revolution that drove the country to become a more religious 

Islamic society, are also utilizing websites and Facebook to facilitate more interaction 

with their target audiences and to gain more significant roles in framing issues of 

citizen and integration (Yousef, 2013).  

 

As the main subjects of this study, Muslims all over the world have found 

opportunities on SNSs to express their opinions on identity, religion, and culture as 

much as has other minorities. Al-Rawi (2016) concluded that SNSs like Twitter, 

Facebook and YouTube are considered to be “alternative media channels” (p. 26) for 

Muslims as a platform for both self-expression and public dialogue. Shuriye, et al 

(2013) are of the view that the communicative movement that to disseminate 

information brought about by Muslims is underway to changing the way 

Arabs/Muslims and the West perceive each other. Leurs, et al (2012) found that 

Moroccan-Dutch adolescents are devoted to debates about the meaning of 

multiculturalism in the Netherlands by providing their narratives to reframe the 

homogeneous and negative images of Moroccan Muslims in mainstream media 

through online message boards and SNSs. Even within Muslim groups, individuals 
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are likely to present a diversity of images to alter the homogenous impression of 

themselves in the perception and imagination of others. Piela (2010) showed how 

three British Muslim women consciously challenged the biased representation of 

Muslim women by continuously constructing direct, powerful but interesting images 

of religious identity. They received positive feedback from the audiences on their 

self-presentation. She also disclosed (2017) how a Muslim woman in Scotland who 

wears niqab, a face-covering cloth that Muslim women wear in public areas, used a 

photo-sharing SNS to present herself and to negotiate the role of niqab in Muslim 

women’s lives even as these women were essentially excluded from intense public 

debate and not allowed to voice their opinions. Beta (2014) also found that young 

Indonesian women are applying different forms of new media, including blogs and 

SNSs, to shape a new type of urban Muslim identity as “Hijaber”, representing a 

“‘fun’ and a ’colorful’ take on lslam.”(p.377) 

 

Nevertheless, when minority groups present themselves to various groups of 

audiences, they face many more possibilities as well as risks that negative stereotypes 

harbored by the majority of society may enhance on SNSs under the challenge of 

context collapse (Duguay, 2016). Vitak (2012) address that SNSs encourage more 

one-to-many communication than interaction between individuals. The audiences 

from many social contexts have consistently become overlapping. Users feel 

threatened by context collapse because they are uncertain who is going to see their 

performance. The more social groups an individual belongs to, the greater the chance 
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s/he feels more anxious because s/he has more different kinds of desired self to 

present (Litt et al 2014).  

 

When confronted with the challenge, individuals within different social contexts tend 

to apply different strategies to avoid collapsing. For example, both whites and Asians 

in the U.S. express awareness of the uncontrollable nature of the online environment. 

When hostile interactions taking place online, however, whites are driven away from 

certain public spaces while Asians tend to stay but lower the level of publicity of their 

posts (Correa and Joeng, 2010). Focusing on the issue of context collapse among the 

SNS performance strategies of stigmatized LGBTQ users, Duguay (2016) pointed out 

that LGBTQ users in the UK developed the tactic to “tailor their identity expressions” 

(p899) on Facebook to avoid being outed or questioned by homophobic people who 

can see their posts. When posting their thoughts on sexual identity, they tend to post 

ambiguous and encoded messages assuming that the message would remain 

unrecognizable to the untargeted audience.  

 

In addition, the categorization between minority and majority may not be sufficient to 

illustrate the complicated context among different social groups and their identity 

performance. Other social identities such as younger generations can be key factors 

that greatly influencing their religious or ethnic identity because young people tend to 

seek better positions within their societies (Yousef, 2013). Siibak (2009) indicated 

that it is crucial that people are aware of the fact that standards of the desirable self 
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come from others on a continuous basis. Especially in the case of gender, the norms 

and values of how girls should appear are acutely perceived and rapidly adopted by 

girls when it comes to the selection of photos uploaded. In other words, favorable 

images can only be produced or presented when individuals are conscious of what 

others are expecting from them. 

 

Following this line of inquiry, this present research seeks to examine Taiwanese 

Muslims’ presentation of identity on SNSs. Considering the global context of thriving 

Islamphobia and the relatively low visibility of Taiwanese Muslims in Taiwan society, 

what would be their impression management strategy if self-presentation were 

anchored upon their social situations in real life?  

 

2.2.3 Impression Management and the Functions of Social Network 

Sites 

 

Previous studies that apply impression management to self-presentation on SNSs 

mainly refer to two aspects. The first aspect is the visible elements of self-presentation, 

including texts, images and so on (Siibak, 2009; Pearson, 2010). The second aspect 

focuses on the management of audiences and peoples’ access to performances 

(Aspling, 2011). In both aspects, technological architecture as tools has decisive roles 

in the form and strategies for managing performances (van Dijck, 2013). Users adjust 

their behavior to find the best way of performing on the architecture of SNSs and are 
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therefore able to derive benefits from participation (Vitak, 2012; Duguay, 2016). On 

the other hand, the users who have better understanding of SNSs’ architectures and 

functions are more likely to feel anxious because they realize how much damage the 

context collapse brought by SNSs can incur upon their images. They are also the ones 

that know how to remove or decrease the extent of collapse as quickly as possible 

because of their ability to manage the SNSs system (Litt et al, 2014).  

 

According to Boyd & Ellison (2007), SNSs generally consist of similar functions, 

including a personal profile to display who you are, a list of connections (“friends”) 

that show user networks, and a mechanism that allows users to leave public messages 

and private messages. Despite the similarity of common functions above, SNSs vary 

greatly in their featured or targeted user base. Some SNSs are designed for certain 

social purposes; for example, LinkedIn is designed for professional self-promotion 

(van Dijck, 2013), while TripAdvisor features the sharing of traveling experiences as 

part of its core services (Amaral et al, 2014). Some SNSs can be distinguished by the 

forms of media in which they are manifested; for example, Instagram is particularly 

designed for photo-sharing while Vine is for self-made short videos. Facebook and 

Twitter, on the other hand, have been described as masspersonal media that combines 

all sorts of broadcast media and interpersonal communication (Marwick& Boyd, 2011; 

Buehler, 2014). 

 

The details of identity performance are products of the affordance of different 
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technological functions on each SNS. Individuals are able to select what personal 

details, profile photos and status updates they upload onto SNSs. Through these 

elements, individuals construct their self-image in front of their friends either 

consciously or unconsciously. Users adjust their behavior to find the best way of 

performing on the architecture of SNSs and are therefore able to derive benefits from 

participation (Tufekci, 2008). Sharing information and knowledge on SNSs can be 

considered both ideal behavior from the cultural aspect (Din& Haronb, 2012), and a 

vague way to suggest the possible disclosure of LGBTQ identity (Duguay, 2016). 

While the term “self-presentation” is often assumed to be the process carried out by 

individuals to control other peoples’ impressions of them, other users collectively 

participate in the identity performance by contributing photos, comments, likes, and 

tags as well. Other users’ posts help form the self-presentation of individuals and at 

times exert greater influences than one’s own posts (Litt et al, 2014). This highlights 

the importance of controlling the audience and access to the performance through the 

same architecture of SNSs that leads to context collapse, which is the other primary 

aspect of studies on impression management on SNSs. 

 

In his study examining self-presentation on Facebook through the dramaturgical 

approach, Elder-Jubelin (2009) suggested that researchers need to focus on concepts 

of context collapse by paying attention to three areas that all influence the 

performance of individuals: self-presentation on Facebook; analysis of audiences and 

relationships on Facebook; and the technological structure of Facebook as a 
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conceptual space. While the first two areas can be seen as the performance itself and 

the interaction between performer and audience, the third area echoes other research 

claiming that the affordance of SNSs architecture is a distinctly important factor of 

impression management. Boyd (2012) has indicated that while early Facebook users 

were comfortable using their real names, nowadays users are no longer willing to 

disclose their real name easily because they are afraid that others are able to obtain 

their personal information by inputting their real names into search engines. 

Meanwhile, users using nicknames or pseudonyms are also decreasing other users’ 

ability to control their social contexts (Boyd, 2012; Shafie et al, 2012). Fox and 

Warber (2015) indicated that LGBTQ users apply Facebook’s affordance to reshape 

context. For example, they decide who can access their content by adjusting their 

strategies for friending, unfriending and blocking users. These functions allow users 

to have more control over the constitution of their audience. Duguay (2016) indicated 

that her LGBTQ participants strategically segregated audiences to avoid context 

collapsing and reconstructed contexts by making friend lists and choosing to present 

their sexual identity performance only to friends that they have disclosed their identity 

to. They have also made the best of different technological features on SNSs for 

establishing boundaries of context. For example, they may register an account on 

Twitter using real names to follow LGBTQ-themed accounts. By completely leaving 

the context of Facebook, they segregate audiences across different SNSs. Mishra and 

Surhita (2014) found that young Indian Muslim women make strategic choices to 

present themselves in accordance with gendered expectations in their cultural and 
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religious norms on SNSs while simultaneously creating secret spaces for personal 

expression by segregating audiences with the privacy settings offered by SNSs.  

 

However, it should be duly remarked that users are easily frustrated by the labyrinth 

of privacy settings on SNSs. Previous researchers have found that using privacy 

settings to segregate audience requires users greater investment in terms of both time 

and knowledge. When faced with the task to apply such skills, users tend to choose to 

only post content that they feel comfortable sharing with all of their audiences. 

(Hogan, 2010;Vitak, 2012; Duguay,2016). 

 

Based on Goffman’s framework, Hogan (2010) argued that the world in social media 

is not merely a stage but also a participatory exhibit. Individuals upload data (artifacts, 

named by Hogan) to show themselves to each other. Instant interaction with people is 

no longer the main activity on SNS, one that enables online participants to react to 

others’ data without being present in time. As individuals still have almost full 

decision over what to present, the metaphor of online exhibition is used to describe 

this form of self-presentation; in other words, presentation strategies are still required 

to achieve impression management. As Jarvandi (2014) suggested, profile photos that 

are open to everyone constitutes the most challenging decision for many Facebook 

users, especially females. While Muslim men are less restricted in their presentation, 

most females tried to choose profile photos that satisfy religious requirements. Yet 

when it comes to share photos in “albums,” for which privacy settings can be adjusted, 
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the attention to religious and social norms decreases because only friends included in 

their friend lists have access to the images. 

 

Therefore, to understand the identity performance of Taiwanese Muslims, it is 

necessary to examine how they apply the architecture of SNS to perform their 

self-presentation and, if any, their collective identities in everyday context. What kind 

of functions provided by SNS are they using to avoid context collapse in order to 

achieve their impression management?  
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Ch3 Research Methods 

 

3.1 Data Collection  
 

To answer my research questions, this study draws upon qualitative methodologies. 

Many existing studies of online identity presentation emphasize quantitative data, for 

instance, content analysis of users’ names, profile photos, tags or other visual data that 

can be collected from websites. Indeed, statistical evidence of self-presentation is 

crucial; they are however inapplicable for further reaching the intentional strategy 

behind the usage of contents. For the purposes of this study on the online 

self-presentation and impression management of Taiwanese Muslims, I employ two 

qualitative means of data collection as follows: 

 

I employed in-depth interview as the first means of data collection. In-depth interview 

is conversation with established purposes through which researchers are able to 

identify the individuals’ perception and opinions toward certain subjects, and to 

understand the decision making process of determining what content is to be revealed 

or concealed (Aspling, 2011). Data collected through direct dialogue during in-depth 

interviews help researchers to closely examine the opinions of interviewees and to 

provide sufficient opportunities to make sure that interviewees’ perspectives are fully 

expressed instead of being analyzed from the subjective perspective of researchers 

(Marshall& Rossman, 2014). I conducted semi-structured interviews through which 
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researchers and interviewees engaged in discussions of subjects in accordance with 

the framework of research questions formulated by researchers. Researchers are 

required to maintain enough flexibility during the interviews in order to probe deeply 

into interviewees’ thoughts. I designed a list of interview guidelines to make sure the 

interviews are able to answer the research questions without losing focus throughout 

the course of dialogue. The list can be found in the Appendix section. 

 

I employed online participant observation as my second means of data collection. 

After the interviews, I observed the interviewees’ everyday activities on SNS to 

analyze their self-presentation and to examine the strategies of impression 

management they claim to carry out. It is dangerous for researchers to make judgment 

on the words of interviewees, because people often claim they are doing one thing 

while they are actually doing another (Corbin& Strauss, 2008). On the one hand, 

through participant observation, researchers are able to reexamine the data they have 

obtained from interviews and gain more information. On the other hand, it is 

beneficial to combine observation with interviews to verify the interpretations 

provided by participants. Finally, observation allows researchers insight into 

non-linguistic aspects of behavior (Hewson, Yule, Laurent& Vogel, 2003). 

Considering the various forms of self-presentation provided on SNS, combining 

in-depth interview and online participant observation is the most appropriate way to 

collect data for my study. 
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Facebook is the SNS on which I observed the identity performance of Taiwanese 

Muslims. Among all the social network sites currently available, Facebook 

unquestionably features the largest user population in Taiwan. According to a 

Facebook annual report (2016), there are more than 18 million active users in Taiwan 

per month. The amount of active users is up to 13 million per day as well. According 

to the report of Internet user data issued by the Directorate-General of Budget, 

Accounting and Statistics of the Executive Yuan, nearly 80% of Taiwanese used the 

Internet in 2016. The population of Internet users is almost equal to the amount of 

active Facebook users in Taiwan. While it is observed that users in other countries are 

shifting from Facebook to other SNSs, the branch of the Facebook Empire in Taiwan 

seems still stand firmly. Since Facebook launched the Chinese edition and became 

popular in Taiwan in 2009, Taiwanese users have become used to the real-name 

system of Facebook. They have also accustomed to using Facebook to connect and 

interact with people they already know in the offline world. The high penetration rate 

and high proportion of Facebook usage in Taiwan has made the SNS a representative 

online stage on which the dynamics among performers, audiences and teams can 

reflect the social context in Taiwan society to a great extent. Moreover, I discussed the 

important role that SNS architectures play in the process of self-presentation and 

impression management. In comparison with other popular SNSs, Facebook allows 

users to post maximum varieties of content as performative materials, including both 

short and lengthy texts, website links, photos, videos, and even Live video. 

Individuals are able to use various functions to interact with each other, such as “like”, 

http://www.cna.com.tw/news/afe/201607190264-1.aspx
http://www.cna.com.tw/news/afe/201607190264-1.aspx
https://www.dgbas.gov.tw/public/Data/731317852RP37OK6X.pdf
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“check-in” and “tagging” as well. Facebook also provides a set of privacy setting 

tools with which users are able to control the confines of different stages post by post. 

The comprehensive technological functions provided by Facebook enable users to 

manage their performance and audiences in a meticulous way. Therefore, I collected 

data from the Facebook pages of my interviewees, together with the information from 

other websites that they share on their Facebook.  

 

3.2 Sampling 
 

The younger generations of Taiwanese Muslims only make up 0.3% of Taiwan’s 

population. Considering the very small number of potential participants, I used 

snowball sampling as a method for reaching the ideal interviewees. Snowball 

sampling is a recruitment method often used in exploratory research and qualitative 

research either when the population under investigation is relatively small or the topic 

is sensitive. Initially, I sought to interview three of my young Taiwanese Muslim 

friends that I knew from taking Arabic courses in college. Then I expanded the sample 

by asking them to introduce other interviewees. The interviewees have to be willing to 

allow me to access his/her Facebook timeline so that I can conduct participant 

observation on their self-presentation either in front of their friends or to the public 

according to their privacy settings. 

 

The sample is composed of 11 Taiwanese Muslims, 9 of whom are male and 2 of 

whom are female. Their ages range from 20 to 39. Among the interviewees, 4 regard 

themselves as active both on Facebook activities promoting the knowledge of Islam 
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and Muslim while others’ self-evaluated degree of activity varies. 

 

I conducted semi-structured recorded interviews with the interviewees from March to 

June in 2016. Each of the in-depth interviews was conducted in Chinese for around 60 

to 90 minutes, during which I asked the interviewees about their perception of their 

identity and life as a Muslim in Taiwanese society, how they present their identity on 

Facebook, as well as the intentions and strategy of usage behind their 

self-presentation and impression management. Due to ethical concerns that could 

cause harm to my interviewees, I do not cite the contents they post but describe them 

instead. I have also changed the interviewees’ names to protect their anonymity. The 

outline and list of interview questions can be found in Appendix 1. 

 

However, it is worth noting that for Taiwanese Muslims who are unwilling to present 

their religious identity online and those who do not use Facebook, the lack of 

participation in Muslim community on Facebook may lead to their absence in my 

study.  
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Ch4. The Self-identity of Young Taiwanese Muslims 

and Their Audiences in Taiwanese Mainstream 

Society 
 

4.1 The Hybrid Identity of being a Taiwanese Muslim  

 

In previous studies, Muslims in Taiwan have been categorized into several groups on 

the basis of their diasporic backgrounds (Yu, 2009; Hu& Ma, 2011; Chen, 2012). The 

diversity of their origins resulted in various forms of identities for Muslims living in 

Taiwan. However, these forms of identity are possibly being merged into a single 

identity—the Taiwanese Muslim (Lin, 2013; Pelletier, 2014). As discussed before the 

first and generation of Han-speaking Muslim who moved to Taiwan decades ago 

mostly identified themselves as ethnic minority “Hui”. Being a Hui means that you 

are simultaneously a Muslim. These old Hui tend to refer to their people who no 

longer practice Islam as “becoming a Han (漢人)” (Pillsbury, 1973; Pelletier, 2014). 

However, studies show that the newly-formed identity as Taiwanese can be 

comprehended as two separate parts. The part of being Taiwanese is usually referred 

as an identity that is highly linked to the nationality of Taiwan (or R.O.C.) and the 

sentiments of belonging to the land of Taiwan. Thus, it could be viewed as an identity 

of localized citizenship. On the other hand, the identity of Muslim has become 

exclusively related to religious identity instead of strictly binding to ethnic identity. 

The Han-speaking Muslims’ identity has shifted from the single identity as Hui to the 
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hybrid identity that consists of nationality and religion. 

 

The findings of this study confirm the arguments above. All of the interviewees firmly 

identified themselves as Taiwanese Muslim, thus hybridizing localized citizenship and 

religious identity. Most of the interviewees have lived outside Taiwan for at least four 

years. Five of them grew up in other countries including Saudi Arabia, Jordan and 

Myammar because of parents career and came back to Taiwan during or after the 

elementary school. They always knew about their Taiwan nationality because of 

family education and the experience that growing up as “cultural Chinese” or “the 

Asian kid”. Some of them even emphasized that the Asian look gave them more 

opportunities to talk about their homeland because most of people they have met, 

including westerners and foreign Muslims, did not realized that there is a 

born-Muslim population in East Asian countries and Taiwan. They always have to 

explain the history of Hui and Muslim in Taiwan to people they first met. Therefore, 

they are aware of the stages of how they gradually developed the Taiwanese identity 

during childhood and adolescence on accounts of overseas experience. Other four of 

interviewees have gone abroad for further education and the last two interviewees 

also have traveled abroad. They all have the experience of introducing themselves to 

foreigners. Almost all of my interviewees not only referred to the word “Taiwanese” 

as their identity but added that “I grew up in Taiwan and have been educated in 

Taiwan therefore I am Taiwanese.” Through these narratives they explicitly indicate 

that the Taiwanese identity comes from collective life experience instead of ethnic or 
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national origins. As Nadir said: 

 

“I myself have been in Taiwan since junior high school. It took several 

phases for me to identify myself as Taiwanese. When I was a child, I knew 

that I was an ethnic Chinese living in Myanmar. Later, however, I came to 

identify myself as Taiwanese after spending years in Taiwan for my 

education and career. I grew up in Taiwan and had been educated in 

Taiwan.” 

 

Some of the interviewees additionally laid stress on the possible confusion between 

Taiwanese and Chinese. As Jamil said: 

 

“I may say that I am Taiwanese and Chinese. But the Chinese part is more 

like from cultural aspect, it does not mean that I am a citizen of China. 

Usually I say that I am from Taiwan. ” 

 

Nadir also expressed the same notion:  

 

“I am not a Chinese citizen because I have never lived in China. I grew up 

and went to school in Taiwan.” 

 

With a hybrid identity such as this, these young Taiwanese Muslims have their own 
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forms of expressions for representing their Muslim identity in front of mass society. 

When asked how they introduce themselves to people they are meeting for the first 

time in Taiwan, all of the interviewees said they refrain from mentioning religion at 

the first meeting. They consider the Muslim identity to be about religion, and for the 

most people in Taiwan religion is not a topic people would care enough to bring up 

when meeting someone for the first time. Some of the interviewees also cited other 

religions such as Christianity and Buddhism as examples to support the theory that it 

is uncommon for Taiwanese to talk about religion and beliefs even when they know 

each other well. Hazim explained why he does not discuss religion or beliefs when 

meeting new friends for the first time:  

 

“People are just not interested [in religion]. Some Christians constantly talk 

about God during conversation, and that’s just weird. I wouldn’t do that.”  

 

In the meantime, responses show that all of the interviewees have known they are 

Muslims since childhood on account of the unique lifestyle they learned from their 

family. The regulations on Muslim daily life in Islamic religion not only determine the 

lifestyles of Taiwanese Muslims but also enable them to be more conscious of the 

cultural boundaries between Muslims and other Taiwanese. Through being taught how 

to practice Islam by parents, they become aware that they observe cultural customs 

that are different from that which is practiced by the majority of society. The most 

prominent element of all is the taboo of food. Most interviewees said the first time 
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they revealed their Muslim identity in front of newly made friends was when they 

needed to have a meal together. Usually, people understand that they might be 

Muslims when they say they are not allowed to eat pork. As Kareem said:  

 

“When I was in school, my schoolmates would spot the difference between 

their eating habits and mine and become curious. Then I’d tell them that 

since I am a Muslim, I can’t order the same lunchbox as yours.”  

 

All of my interviewees have experienced similar situations; mealtime was often the 

occasion on which they disclosed their Muslim identity. 

 

In summary, my interviewees’ responses affirm that young Taiwanese Muslims 

identify themselves as Taiwanese who practice a relatively special religion. And 

despite their families’ diverse diasporic backgrounds ranging from the Hui/Chinese to 

Myammar, they embrace the Taiwanese identity because of the life experience they 

have had on this island. Yet, in the meantime, the Islamic regulations they receive 

through family education have enabled them to be aware of their religious identity 

from a very young age. Through these clearly unique cultural features, Taiwanese 

Muslims are able to understand the difference between themselves and the majority of 

Taiwanese society. 

 

Judging from their responses, my interviewees embrace their identity as members of 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i Univ

ers
i t

y

 40 

the Taiwanese society. Simultaneously, they are conscious of being a minority within 

society because of their distinctive religious customs. The identity construction of 

Taiwanese Muslims involves not only how they find their positions in the society but 

also how they perceive society itself. It is the awareness of what the mass society 

looks like and how others perceive them that give Taiwanese Muslims the basis for 

norms of behavior that allows them to display their identity and therefore to present 

ideal images in front of others, namely the audience as defined by Goffman. 

 

4.2 The Audience of Taiwanese Mainstream Society 

 

In Goffman’s theoretical frames, the key principle of successful impression 

management is that performers must understand what the ideal images their audiences 

are expecting from their self-presentation. The expectations usually comprise both the 

desirable and the undesirable traits that coincide with the values and behavioral norms 

within a given society. In this study, the young Taiwanese Muslims are offered various 

examples of what other people usually expect from them. The following part of this 

chapter elaborates the four features regarding how, according to the interviewees, 

Taiwanese society perceives Taiwanese Muslims.  

 

4.2.1 Associating Negative Impressions With Foreign Muslims  

 

The interviewees perceive that the first feature of Taiwanese society is that people 
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have stereotypical views directly linked to foreign Muslims, especially to 

Middle-eastern Muslim, instead of Muslims from other countries or ethnic groups. 

Many of the stereotypes are negative; for instance, most of the interviewees said that 

people in Taiwan are very likely to consider Muslims terrorists or extremists who 

have radical ideas about religion and exhibit the tendency to be violent. Some of them 

also mentioned that many people associate discrimination against women such as 

polygamous marriage and sex slaves with the Islamic religion as well. All of the 

interviewees said that they have received questions that reflect these stereotypes, such 

as “are you terrorist”or “can you marry four wives”, especially when they reveal 

their religion to acquaintance for the first time. They frequently use the globally 

notorious terrorist group in Syria and Iraq called “Islamic State” as an example for 

showing how Taiwanese people derive negative impressions of their wrongdoings 

reported in mainstream media, which accordingly lead to negative opinions against 

Muslims in general.  

 

Yet, contrary to expectation, while all of the interviewees confirmed that most people 

in Taiwan have been shown to link Muslims with the image of terrorism, they all 

made it clear that they are rarely exposed to significant discrimination or fear from 

others. Whether s/he tends to reveal hers/his identity or not, none of them expressed 

the concern of being distrusted by or estranged from peers due to their religion. Some 

of them tried to explain the intriguing contradiction. The interviewees believed that 

the negative impressions most Taiwanese people possess are mostly linked to Arab 
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Muslims, who are most frequently represented in TV news of terror attacks. In other 

words, the interviewees believe that people in Taiwan tend to associate images of 

radical terrorists with Muslim people of Middle-eastern appearances but not with 

Taiwanese Muslims. As Basim said： 

 

“For Taiwanese people, the term Muslim is sort of equal to Middle-eastern 

people. So the terrorist stereotype pops out only when you are a foreigner 

[Middle-eastern].”  

 

Another interviewee provided a similar example. Fateenah held a small-scale 

campaign with some young Taiwanese Muslim girls last summer to try acquiring a 

better understanding of how people Muslims. Wearing hijabs, they stood in Xinyi 

VieShow Plaza and asked random passengers about their opinions toward Muslims. 

She said she was quite surprised that none of the passengers shows any fear or anxiety. 

More than that, many people stopped and talked to the Muslim girls, even said that 

they believe Muslims are kind and ordinary people while frequently referring to the 

nice domestic migrant workers they’ve met in Taiwan. Fateenah’s experience shows 

that the negative impressions against Muslims only cross the minds of Taiwanese 

people when speaking of Middle-eastern Muslims. 

 

4.2.2 Lack of Adequate Information on Taiwanese Muslims and the 

Islamic religion 
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Second, all the interviewees consider there to be a lack of adequate information on 

Muslims and Islam in Taiwan. During the interviews, all of the interviewees 

mentioned multiple times that they believe the Taiwanese society’s deficient 

impressions of Muslims come from mass media. At least three interviewees have 

stated that other than history courses that briefly introduce Muslims and Islam in 

Taiwan’s high school curriculum, people scarcely have any other access to the 

second-largest religion in the world. 

 

The mass media is viewed by the interviewees as the biggest and almost the only 

source from which Taiwanese people gain information about Muslim and Islam. 

People learn about Muslim extremist atrocities from everyday news, for example how 

terrorist groups such Islamic State treat women captives as sex slaves or how they 

brutally slaughter innocent people. Abbas indicated that information on Muslims 

derived from mass media in Taiwan is almost homogenous. As he said:  

 

“News reports in Taiwan are largely influenced and shaped by the 

perspective of the U.S. I can’t tell you the exact proportion of how many 

people have been brainwashed by these new reports, but I do know that 

there really are some people who regard Muslims as terrorists on account of 

the news reports.” 
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Other interviewees believe that most news media in Taiwan only report horrifying, 

grotesque stories of Muslim extremists, thus exposing people to negative stereotypes 

on a day to day basis.  

 

While the interviewees believe that media representation of Muslims is homogeneous 

and undesirable, the interviewees are also confident that the only reason Taiwanese 

people maintain stereotypical impressions of Muslims is the lack of objective 

information. They tend to believe that misunderstanding or misrepresentation can be 

changed if more information on Muslims and Islam is made available to the people of 

Taiwan. Nadir expressed that confidence and said:  

 

“I believe that, with the help of explanation and analysis, most Taiwanese 

people will have relatively unbiased opinions [toward Muslims]. Taiwanese 

people are educated, and the younger generations are able to access all 

kinds of information [on the internet]. I believe their perception and 

opinions will change as increasing amount of sources begin providing 

correct and objective information.” 

 

The interviewees perceive that few customs of Islamic cultures are generally known 

to the Taiwanese society, such as the prohibition of pork, the command to perform 

prayers five times a day, and that women have to wear head scarves. The interviewees 

said that most of Taiwanese is aware of the basic regulations of the Islamic lifestyle. 
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Firas is one of the interviewees who are enthusiastic in introducing his religion to 

people around him. He believes that the general public in Taiwan harbor stereotypical 

views of Muslims that are not always negative. As he said: 

 

“The stereotypes they have are not completely negative. Actually, most of 

them [stereotypes] are regulations or taboos that Muslims have to observe in 

the course of everyday life. For example, why don’t you eat pork? What 

else don’t you eat? Or…do you really need to take a shower before you pray? 

People ask questions like that. They do know something about Muslims and 

Islam, just very little.” 

 

Among all the above stereotypes and aspects of curiosity, all of the interviewees 

considered most people in Taiwan to be “more friendly and open-minded” than they 

expected. Since people in Taiwan harbor certain negative stereotypes that are highly 

connected to the Arab Muslims terrorists who constantly appear in news reports, they 

are in contrast pretty amicable when they come across Muslims without 

Middle-eastern appearances and often show great curiosity in asking the interviewees 

questions about the Muslim lifestyle and the Islamic religion. 

 

For the interviewees, people in Taiwan are open to their religious identity when they 

reveal it. They said people tend to ask many questions about the Muslim lifestyle and 

religious regulations due to curiosity because they rarely get to meet Muslims in 
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person, not to mention a Muslim who look like a cultural Chinese and really does 

speak the Chinese language. This curiosity comes from the fact that the population of 

Sino-Muslims in Taiwan is extremely small. Even though most Taiwanese people 

have previously learned of Sino-Muslims from Chinese history courses in high school, 

they are not really aware of the existence of Taiwanese Muslims within their own 

society.  

 

All of the interviewees expressed the willingness to answer questions about the 

Muslim lifestyle if asked by members of the Taiwanese community. Considering the 

four features of Taiwanese society, the interviewees have little fear of revealing and 

presenting their identity. 

 

They also consider it their responsibility to introduce correct, relatively objective, and 

complete versions of stories on Muslims and Islam to Taiwanese society or the people 

around them, although this depends on their degree of activeness, which slightly 

varies from person to person.  

 

4.2.3 Religious Pluralism in Taiwan 

 

The third feature that the interviewees consider one of the factors that influence 

Taiwanese people’s perceptions of Taiwanese Muslims is the prevalence of religious 

pluralism. Religion pluralism allows people to stay relatively open to the existence of 
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different religions. Most interviewees identified the fact that most people in Taiwan 

practice polytheistic beliefs such as Taoism and Buddhism when trying to explain 

how Taiwanese people perceive Taiwanese Muslims. The interviewees believe that in 

the general public in Taiwan is accustomed to the circumstance of seeing people 

worship different gods at different temples; they also frequently used the Christian 

and Catholic populations in Taiwan as reference groups. For these reasons, the 

interviewees believe that once the Taiwanese people gain a better understanding of 

Taiwanese Muslims, they will be able to view the Islamic religion as just one of the 

very diverse religious components in local society. As Basim said: 

 

“ I believe the Taiwanese people don’t specifically value any single religion. 

This is why they don’t oppress any religion. This is really a convenient form 

of society for Muslims because no one would come and attack you because 

of your beliefs. There are extremists in every religion. There are Christians 

who are extremists and bring negative images to their religion, too. Actually, 

Taiwanese people can tell the difference between religion and radical 

thinking.” 

 

4.2.4 No Religious, Political or Social Confrontation between 

Taiwanese Muslims and Other Members of Society 

 

The fourth feature that the interviewees believe to be part of Taiwanese people’s 
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perceptions of Muslims is the perceived peaceful political and social relationships 

between Taiwanese Muslims and other groups of the community. In the interviewees’ 

opinions, in comparison with other countries they’ve been to or are aware of, very 

few large-scale political and social conflicts involving religion have occurred in 

Taiwan, not to mention specifically the religion of Islam. Due to the migrant history 

of the interviewees’ families, their parents’ diplomatic or business careers abroad, 

most interviewees have previously spent a significant portion of time overseas in 

countries where Muslim communities are familiar with the local society, for instance, 

Myanmar, China and the US, or even in countries where Muslims compose the 

majority of society such as Saudi Arabia and Turkey. Mahmud, whose family moved 

from Myanmar to Taiwan, provided the following example. 

 

“ You know the Rohingya people? Some people in Myanmar have been 

provoking conflicts between Buddhist and Muslims. At a certain point in 

time last year the situation became extremely awful. People hacked each 

other down, and some [non-Muslim locals] stopped and burned a bus that 

was full of Muslims passengers. I know that at the time, many Muslim 

women took off their hijabs for safety. It is pretty hard to imagine the same 

chaos happening in Taiwan.” 

 

Basim also brought up conflicts between different religious groups in other countries 

as proof of viewpoints similar to Mahmud’s. He went to university in Turkey and is 
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now in charge of business operations within the Middle East region at work. He said 

he has to be careful with Turkish friends on religious issues even though they are all 

Muslims. 

 

“ Once, when my Turkish client found out that I was going to meet an 

Israeli client, he joked and asked me to slam the Israeli for him…… You 

know the hatred between them is deeply rooted on the experience of having 

to fight for lands or the lives of their families. So I’d say situation creates 

point of view. But you would never imagine the same circumstances 

happening in Taiwan. People in Taiwan may fight for political parties and 

ideologies, but religion? No.” 

 

The interviewees are all aware that the smallness of the Taiwanese Muslim population 

leads to the absence of representation of them as a social group within Taiwan. This 

however also allows them to live a life that doesn’t involve confrontations and clashes 

with other ethnic groups, political interest groups, and cultures. As Basim said, almost 

gladly: 

 

“ I think, in Taiwan, the life of the Muslim minority is easier than it is in 

many other countries.” 

 

As a result, all the interviewees affirmatively expressed that they have never had to 
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worry about being assaulted or discriminated because of their religion when revealing 

their religious identity in front of non-Muslim Taiwanese. Almost all interviewees 

said that most Taiwanese people usually just don’t understand Muslims and Islam 

much and show curiosity toward the Muslim lifestyle, even though many of the 

interviewees have encountered Taiwanese people’s biased opinions against Muslims 

from the Middle East. 

 

Nevertheless, the interviewees strongly express that the desire to reverse Taiwanese 

peoples’ stereotypes and negative impressions against Islam and foreign Muslims 

Many of them believe that they are obliged to clarify, if not defend, and to provide 

more comprehensive aspects of facts about their religion and other Muslims around 

the world. Even if they have never encountered conflicts because of their own identity, 

they still care for improving the impression of the global religion and its believers. 

The interviewees believe the stereotypes and bias from the mainstream society can be 

gradually eliminated if they continue to provide correct information to people around 

them. By presenting the “right image” of Islamic religion and what a “real” Muslim 

looks like, as Abbas said: 

 

“I’d like show people around me that Islam does not equal terrorism starting 

with my own image. I don’t want to see people hold wrong or biased 

opinions toward Islam.” 
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Hazim also reveals his intentions to distinguish between ethnicity and religion. He 

said: 

 

“Sometimes I am worried that people would be afraid of us [Muslim] 

because they don’t understand our religion…By posting on Facebook, I 

want my friends to know that there are Arabs who are suffering deeply. The 

news media in Taiwan always links ISIS to Islam or Arabian people. That’s 

awful. I’d like people in Taiwan to be able to tell the difference between 

religions and ethnicity and to know that there is no definite causal 

relationship between the two concepts.” 

 

In other words, to the interviewees, when Taiwanese people encounter a Taiwanese 

Muslim, they are usually the unprepared audience who entered the theatre with very 

few expectations about the performance going on inside. It is quite possible that the 

audience have gained some negative impressions about the performance from 

elsewhere, but they are willing to examine these impressions of Muslims and Islam 

because the performers on the stage do not possess the “bad guy appearance” that 

corresponds with their impressions, and the phenomenon gives Taiwanese Muslims 

great opportunity to offer forms of self-presentation and performance that differ from 

the negative expectations. 
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4.3 Summary 

 

To summarize this chapter, all of the interviewees possess the hybrid identity of being 

Taiwanese Muslim. The identity first includes their religious identity as Muslims who 

believe in Islam, and secondly their Taiwanese identity which refers not to an ethnic 

group but a national identity among people who lived, grew up and were educated in 

this country. 

 

In the interviewees’ opinions, the majority of Taiwanese society possesses little 

understanding of Muslims and Islam. Mass society holds certain stereotypes against 

Muslims, but negative stereotypes such as terrorism or sexism are mostly linked to 

Middle-eastern Muslims and not to Taiwanese Muslims. Yet, they believe that the 

general people in Taiwan are still pretty friendly to non-Arab Muslims. They perceive 

the lack of information as the primary cause for mass society’s negative stereotypes 

against Muslims. However, they still intend to replace the stereotypes against 

Muslims with relatively neutral and comprehensive perceptions of the Muslim 

population around the world and to introduce the virtue of their religion to people 

who are interested. They believe that the religious pluralism and political and social 

circumstances of Taiwan contribute to a moderate environment in which it is not 

difficult for the interviewees to alter the biased perceptions.  
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Ch5. Impression Management in the Identity 

Performance of Taiwanese Muslims 

 

From a dramaturgical approach, performers must understand both the ideal images the 

audience expects to see and that which the team expects to see in their performance. 

Only by obtaining a full comprehension of these expectations will they be able to 

achieve successful impression management.  

 

In chapter 4, I discussed the identity of Taiwanese Muslims and how they perceive the 

mainstream society’s opinions of Muslims. The mainstream society, as Taiwanese 

Muslims’ main presumed audience on Facebook, is mostly non-Muslims who have 

only a sketchy knowledge of foreign Muslims but is quite open to religious diversity. 

The interviewees who were the identity performers on Facebook in this study, are 

fully conscious of the audiences’ curiosity and expectations. They are confident that 

they are able to alter the inadequate knowledge and negative impressions present in 

peoples’ minds. Even though people in Taiwan mostly associate negative impressions 

with foreign Muslims and Islamic religion instead of Taiwanese Muslims, they still 

feel uncomfortable about the fact that people may view their religion negatively. It is 

important for them to change the situation.  

 

To rectify the situation, they tend to give three types of strategies. Each of the 

strategies can be separated into two parts: contents that the interviewees want to 
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present and that they avoid to present. Both of which are meant to correct the negative 

stereotypes and inadequate knowledge of Islam currently prevalent in the mainstream 

society.  

 

5.1 Enriching Sources and Correcting Information about 

Islam and Muslims 

 

The first strategy that all of the interviewees wanted to display is the diversification of 

sources and correction of information on Islam and Muslims.  

 

In terms of diverse sources, the interviewees all agree that sources of knowledge 

about Islam and Muslims in Taiwanese mass media are rare. Meanwhile, they believe 

the lack of diverse sources is one of the most significant reasons why people have 

very little understanding of Muslims. It is therefore the great responsibility of these 

Taiwanese Muslims to provide the Taiwanese general public with correct and 

adequate knowledge. As Ameenah said: 

 

“The [mass] media often exaggerates things that do not have any relation 

whatsoever to the Islamic religion during news reports. Many people 

acquire negative impressions of Islam after watching the news. Even if they 

are willing to search for information on the Internet, they may come across 

incorrect information. Muslims have the responsibility to deliver the right 
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knowledge [of Islam]. It is not okay for the society to possess the wrong 

perceptions anyway.” 

 

Although the extent varies, all of the interviewees believe that they ought to offer 

information about Islam to help society acquire better knowledge of the religion and 

the group of people that believe in it. They furthermore intend to provide not only 

information on the religion but also information that are true and accurate.  

 

Nadir was convinced that providing correct information would help people build 

better impressions of Muslims. He said:  

 

 “Most people in Taiwan are able to formulate fair perceptions after 

explanation and analysis. I believe that Taiwanese people, especially the 

younger generations, are flexible in terms of perception if they are given 

adequate access to the correct information.” 

 

By correct, the interviewees said that the knowledge Taiwanese people possess is not 

always completely false. Constant misrepresentations of Muslims in mass media 

however do vilify the religion and Muslims who believe in the religion. The 

interviewees indicated that the image of extremists on TV only demonstrates the 

behavior of a tiny group of radicals and is not representative of Islam. However, 

instead of denying the existence of radical Muslims, they choose to present what they 
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believe is the truth, for example the fact that the majority of Islam promotes peace and 

hospitality.  

 

As Firas said： 

 

“Actually, many Taiwanese people [non-Muslim] possess a little knowledge 

of Islam. But they often get it wrong…For example, people have often 

asked me questions like ‘Do you really need to shower every time before 

you pray?’ or ’How can you not eat anything during the entire 

Ramadan? ’…… I believe that it is better for them to ask me questions 

rather than search for answers online. It may be the only chance for them in 

their lifetime to encounter me [as a Muslim] and come to me with questions. 

Of course, I have to try my best to provide them with the correct answers!” 

 

In addition to reversing the horrifying images of Muslim in the news, some of the 

interviewees attempted to present the multiple aspects of the Muslim lifestyle. The 

information they offer is not necessarily about religious doctrines. Many of them 

consider the political, economic and social turbulences occurring in areas where 

Muslims lives important information for the Taiwanese who are usually unable to 

obtain these types of information through mass media. The difficult and arduous life 

of foreign Muslims who live in war zones, the Syrian people suffering from civil war 

for instance, were examples frequently given during the interviews that the 
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interviewees also like to post on Facebook. As Hazim said: 

 

“I hope my friends learn that there are many Arabs living in miserable 

conditions. It’s terrible that the news media in Taiwan often equates ISIS 

with Arabs and Islam. I want people to understand that there is no absolute 

connection between race and religion.” 

 

Other interviewees did not give explicit examples, but they did consider it their 

responsibility to provide information. As Basim said: 

 

“Most of the time you don’t see what happens abroad on the [mass] media 

in Taiwan. People like us who are constantly receiving information on the 

Middle East are obliged to share what we know with others. I believe that 

anyone [Taiwanese] who has ever lived abroad would agree with the idea 

that ‘we have to let the Taiwanese people know what is really going on out 

there.” 

 

For the interviewees, to build the image as a source of information means that they 

may have to paying more attention to the contents they post on their timelines. To 

some extent, all of the interviewees show anxiety about the correctness and legitimacy 

of information they share. They tend to avoid expressing opinions on issues that they 

are not familiar with, even when they are hot topics about Islam and Muslim. As 
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Ameenah said:  

 

“Once, one of my friends tagged me in his post and asked me a question 

about Muslims and Islam. I didn’t respond to the question directly because 

it involves a great amount of interdisciplinary knowledge that I don’t have.” 

 

Another example for the contents that the interviewees avoid sharing is the 

information they do not consider acceptable. For example, Abbas mentioned that he 

would never share news about Ashura Day, which is one of the biggest religious 

commemoration in Shi'a Muslims’ traditions and most of Sunni Muslims do not 

recognize it. As he said: 

 

“There are some special holidays as Ashura from other sects, they would 

publicly thrash themselves with chains and then bleed a lot……I would not 

want to post events like that because I do not believe in it. My God tells me 

that there are only two festivals [Eid Fitr and Eid Adha] in a year.” 

 

Firas also possess the similar opinions toward the misbehaviors conducted by 

Muslims, even the Muslims who misbehave are not Taiwanese. 

 

“Once I read the news about that the royal family in Saudi Arabia traffick in 

illicit liquor. It is against our religious disciplines. I would not want to 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 59 

disseminate cases like that.” 

 

5.2 We Are “Ordinary” People Who Believe in Islam 

 

The above strategy of being an alternative source of knowledge that the interviewees 

perform is primarily for the purpose of representing Islam and Muslims from all 

around the world. The knowledge is intentionally provided to non-Muslim audiences 

on Facebook to help them acquire better understandings of the religion and Muslim in 

general.  

 

The second strategy is that they’d like people to perceive them as ordinary as any 

other Taiwanese within common society. Speaking of mass society’s stereotypes, all 

the interviewees agreed that the strongest stereotype against Muslims is that “Muslims 

are terrorists who are radical and violent.” This is an image that the Taiwanese 

Muslims want to overturn urgently. To reverse this negative impression, most of the 

interviewees said that they do not intend to build an image that portrays Muslims as a 

“particularly positive religious group” (Firas). Rather, they seek to demonstrate that 

Muslims are just as “ordinary” as any non-Muslim person.  

 

To successfully perform the impression of being “ordinary,” there is need to clarify 

what being ordinary means in the interviewees’ opinions. By ordinary, most of the 

interviewees adopt the definition that an ordinary Taiwanese would be “non-fanatic” 
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about religion. Nonetheless, there are several ways to display the image of a 

non-fanatical person and I have integrated them into two primary topics of discussion. 

 

5.2.1 Non-fanatical Muslims Who Don’t Talk About Religion All The 

Time 

 

The first approach interviewees believe to be helpful for building a non-fanatical 

impression is to not talk too much about religion on Facebook. 

 

As Nadir said: 

 

 “I hope that when people browse my Facebook page they see some 

religious content, but not too much—just an ordinary, young Taiwanese guy. 

They will not come away with the impression that I am a religious fanatic.” 

 

Firas also said that he does not expect people’s negative impressions of Muslims to 

change completely and immediately; by negative, he refers to the portrayal of Muslim 

extremists as psychopaths on TV news. For this reason, he refrains from portraying 

Muslims as religious fanatics and from linking Islam to violence. 

 

“The best scenario would be when people hear ‘Muslim,’ they think of a 

peaceful, mild religion instead of violent psychopaths, just like the way they 
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might think of Christians and Catholics! I hope to transform stereotypical 

public perception from negative to somewhat positive. Even just a tiny bit 

positive would do me very well.” 

 

For many of the interviewees, the majority of Taiwanese are not very religious. As 

previously mentioned in Chapter 4, they believe that Taiwanese seldom discuss 

religions and beliefs, and that in the secular society of Taiwan, people who often talk 

about religion or who practice religious rituals in conspicuous ways are considered 

fanatics. All of the interviewees emphasized that they use Facebook just as “ordinary” 

people do, indicating that they share their activities and thoughts about everything in 

daily life, and not necessarily just their religious identity. For the interviewees, posts 

that are not associated with religious identity are also part of their identity 

performance as Taiwanese Muslims. 

 

For this reason, the interviewees sometimes knowingly choose “not to present” their 

Muslim identity on Facebook in order to give their audiences the impression of being 

“ordinary” people who are not very enthusiastic about religion, believing that it helps 

to reverse the radical image of Muslims within mass society. They are also of the 

opinion that non-religious content on Facebook enhances the credibility of their 

non-fanatical image, even though that is not their primary reason for making these 

posts. As Omar said: 
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“If I keep posting articles [related to Islam and Muslim], I may look like a 

missionary man. When people already see Islam as a bizarre religion, I do 

not think it will help if I [as a Muslim] keep doing undesirable behaviors.” 

 

Another type of contents the interviewees tend to avoid posting is the news or 

contents that include graphic images. Despite many of the interviewees’ intention “to 

let Taiwanese people know what is really going on out there”, they often choose not to 

share graphic images of injured and dead Muslims in the wars. They believe that the 

terrifying images would only distract peoples’ attention on issues they want to convey. 

As Nadir said: 

 

“I would not share contents that contains too much violence and blood. The 

graphic images would mislead peoples’ judgment therefore they are 

unnecessary. I only share the partial and objective articles that accords with 

my opinion.” 

 

5.2.2 Being Open to Discussion When People Ask About Islam 

 

Another way to create the impression of being an ordinary person is to be open to 

discussions about Islamic religion and religious lifestyle. Aside from the display of a 

non-fanatical image, interviewees also believe that by giving people the impression of 

being open-minded, those who are curious are more likely to ask about what they are 
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precisely trying to convey. As Mahmud said: 

 

“I’d like them to know that I’m just an ordinary friend who chooses to 

believe in a different religion, and that I would be happy to discuss my 

religion if people want more information from me. I want them to know that 

I am a friendly person able to give them the right information. They know 

they can come to me anytime without worrying whether or not I would want 

to discuss my religion…” 

 

All of the interviewees believe, with varying degrees of assurance, that the more they 

are able to reach out to the non-Muslim community and impart their knowledge, the 

more they are likely to alter the stereotypical, negative public perception of Muslims. 

This is why it is so important for interviewees to be open to discussions of 

religion-related questions. As Omar said: 

 

“There are not many sources from which people can learn about this stuff 

[knowledge of the religion], and Muslims are often viewed as a group of 

weird people. In my opinion, they wouldn’t be able to change their 

impressions if we don’t pay attention to their questions and try to give them 

answers. I believe that I myself benefit from the outcomes of eliminating 

their confusion as best as I can.” 
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However, addressing questions may not be as simple as giving a single correct answer. 

In place of persuading others and disseminating religious teachings, most 

interviewees are not seeking to convince their audience of the one single “truth” about 

Muslim life; what they are trying to achieve is to enable people to digest the 

information all by themselves. As Nadir said: 

 

“When my friends ask me questions about the Middle East and Islam, I 

analyze the issue for them in an impartial and objective way. I don’t insist 

upon certain points of view, I just tell them all I know. Whether they agree 

with my views or not depends entirely on their personal judgment.” 

 

Basim similarly believes that it is not his task to convince others of how good the 

religion is; he stated that, 

 

“In Islam, we are told there are 99 sects, only one of which is the truth—the 

gospel. All we are able to do is to choose the way that we believe is right 

and to proceed straight down that path. I sometimes have discussion with 

friends who have opinions that differ from mine, but most of the opinions 

are still positive. We just express our thought and respect each other.” 

 

Hence, they did more than just present a non-fanatical image to try and alter the 

impression of Muslims as extremists. They believe that representing themselves as 
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alternative sources of information on Islam and Muslim and maintaining the image of 

being open to discussions of their religion are also conducive to their objective. The 

three images above altogether give people the impression that it is fine to come to 

these Taiwanese Muslims and find answers. And to have access to the information is 

the start of changing their impression in their minds. 

 

5.3 A Self-disciplined Person 

 

The third strategy is to develop an impression of being self-disciplined. By 

self-disciplined, the interviewees indicated that they usually try to present a more 

clean-living lifestyle, such as not posting photos of themselves drinking and smoking, 

not using curse words on Facebook, or not being argumentative. Some of them 

mentioned the religious doctrines which the Islam promote, but all of them are 

presenting the self-disciplined image because they are fully aware that Muslims are 

the minority in Taiwanese society and it is very likely for people to view their 

personal behavior as representative of all Taiwanese Muslims or even all Muslims in 

the world. Thus they have to maintain the self-disciplined image carefully or even 

cautiously. As Basim said: 

 

“I would like people to have the impression that Ibo is a Muslim who 

doesn’t behave weirdly or inappropriately. Ibo does not drink and he does 

not mess up his relationship…. I want them to have this kind of impression 
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to make it easier for them to accept the idea that ’Ibo is not equal to 

terrorist.’ I’ve been trying to do that although I’m not sure if I’ve succeeded. 

But I still want to be a good model [of Muslim] even if it means that I have 

to pretend.” 

 

Goffman (1959) also noted that the audience usually views individual performers and 

his/her ongoing performance of self-presentation as the representation of the team, 

namely the social group the performers belong to, in this study it would be Muslim 

communities. In Goffman’s approach, the performers ought to follow the rules that are 

set by the team because any failed detail during performance may ruin all of the social 

group’s efforts and lead to the lost battle of impression management.  

 

Thus, it is necessary for the team to have disciplines and make sure every performer 

follows the disciplines when performing in front of audiences. For the interviewees, 

their performance of a self-disciplined image not only helps to build a better image in 

front of non-Muslim audiences but also maintains their loyalty to the team of Muslims. 

Some of them indicated that they have had to adjust their posts after Muslim relatives 

pointed out the improper behavior they demonstrated in those posts. As Fateenah said: 

 

“Usually I don’t post photos of myself hanging out with friends at places 

such as karaoke because there may be alcohol in the scenes. On Facebook I 

have many Muslim friends who often go to mosques. I don’t think it is good 
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to post them [the photos] on my wall even though I did not drink at all.” 

  

Besides dietary taboos, the regulation of interpersonal relationships between genders 

is a performance of the highest importance on Facebook, according to 5 interviewees. 

These interviewees have all had the experience of being warned not to get too close to 

the opposite sex or not to wear clothes that fail to cover the body as the religious 

scriptures regulate. The experiences effectively influence the interviewees’ posts, 

which are then quickly adjusted to give appropriate performance. However, the 

interviewees adopted different strategies to prevent inappropriate performances from 

being watched by the team instead of adjusting their actual behavior in life. Their 

strategies are the core issue to be explicated in the next chapter. 

 

5.4 Summary 

 

In this chapter, I identified three kinds of interviewees’ strategies in their 

self-presentation on Facebook. Each of these strategies is presented to separate 

audiences and for different purposes as shown in the following table: 
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Strategies 1. Sources of 

Correct 

Information 

 

2. “Ordinary” 

People Who 

Believe in 

Islam 

 3. A 

self-disciplined 

Person 

Definition by 

interviewees 

Diverse 

sources and 

correct 

information 

about Islam 

and Muslim. 

2.1 

Non-fanatical 

Muslims Who 

don’t talk 

about religion 

on Facebook 

too much 

2.2 being open 

to discussion 

when someone 

asks 

something 

about Islam 

To lead a clean 

lifestyle and to 

follow the 

gender norms 

in Islam 

Target 

Audience 

Non-Muslim Non-Muslim Non-Muslim Both 

Non-Muslim 

and Muslim 

Purpose To expand 

peoples’ 

understanding 

of Islam and 

Muslim 

around the 

world. 

To create a 

comfortable 

atmosphere for 

people who 

are curious 

about Muslims 

and to answer 

their questions 

To create a 

comfortable 

atmosphere for 

people who 

are curious 

about Muslims 

and to answer 

their questions 

To build a 

moderate and 

good image of 

Muslim in 

front of all 

audiences 
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Ch6 Usage of Facebook Functions for Impression 

Management by Young Taiwanese Muslims  

 

In Chapter 4 and 5, I indicated the three main elements of Taiwanese Muslim identity 

performance: 1. their identity as Taiwanese Muslims, 2. how they perceive Taiwan 

mainstream society as audience and audience’s expectation, and 3. the impressions 

they want to perform to reverse the potentially negative perceptions against Islamic 

religion and Muslim as a whole.  

 

In this chapter, I would like to address the interviewees’ impression management by 

focusing on the differences across various interactive communication functions and 

privacy setting functions of Facebook. According to Cover‘s study (2012), the 

interactive communication functions include updating, commenting, responding and 

tagging. Not only the textual, audio and visual contents that are deliberately presented 

by users but the interactions between users in the public or semi-public environment 

can be considered part of the performance of identity because relationships are 

considered one of the prominent elements in the performance of identity. On the other 

hand, the privacy setting functions provided by Facebook (2017) allows users to 

select who can view their updates and every other type of content post by post. Users 

can also decide whether to let contents show on their timeline when someone tags 

them and to block someone from bothering them. While the interactive 

communication functions serve as tools for performing the self, the privacy setting 
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functions serve as tools for managing the confines between various social stages. 

Using these two types of functions, the interviewees developed their strategies of 

impression management and then performed these ideal impressions to establish 

better images of Muslim.  

 

6.1 Interactive Communication Functions as Tools of 

Performing the Self 

 

3 major types of interactive communication functions provided by Facebook that the 

interviewees use to perform their identity to achieve the goal of reversing stereotypes 

will be analyzed in depth in this chapter.  

 

6.1.1 Sharing Third-party Produced Content  

 

For the interviewees, the most-frequently-used function for identity performances is 

the share function, which allows frequent sharing of third party produced news and 

knowledge about Islam and Muslim. As discussed in the previous chapters, the 

interviewees have indicated that they believe non-Muslim Taiwanese people do not 

have adequate access to the information about Islam and Muslims. Therefore, their 

very first step of identity performance is to build the self-image as sources of correct 

information about the religion and to construct comprehensive images of Muslims in 

front of non-Muslim audiences.  
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Every interviewee shares news link, articles and videos about Muslims with different 

degrees of frequency. By comprehensive, they mean the tendency to share news about 

Muslim countries that often contains political and social issues to show the audience 

that Muslims are not essentially evil or extremists as portrayed by mainstream media. 

They also prefer articles and videos explicating Islamic cultures and religious 

regulations in relatively moderate ways that are easy for non-Muslim audiences to 

understand. Instead of posting their own words and opinions, the interviewees prefer 

to share contents from foreign news websites to maintain the authority of knowledge 

sources.  

 

They prefer to share articles from foreign news websites or from their Muslim 

acquaintances who have authority in the production of knowledge. As Firas said: 

 

“I usually share articles written by foreign reporters. I would share contents 

if I thought it was impartial or it had reported the status quo. Of course, 

Taiwanese media does cover news of Middle East but very little is actually 

ever reported. I share a lot of content from posts made by my Muslim 

friends. Last summer I attended a summer camp for young Muslims in 

Hong Kong and met many new Muslim friends there. I often read their 

posts [about Islam or Muslim] and share those articles.” 
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And Mahmud also said: 

 

“I have a Muslim friend on Facebook who is a scholar and he’s doing 

research about Islam and Muslim. I often read and share good articles from 

his posts.” 

 

For the interviewees, to share only contents about Islam and Muslim they approve of 

is not just a performance to represent their identity. It is also about serving as a 

reliable source of knowledge on Islam for their non-Muslim audiences. All of the 

interviewees have emphasized that they only share contents which they believe are 

correct information. When the contents have been shared by other Muslim friends, the 

interviewees have more confidence about the credibility of the contents and believe 

that their image as correct information sources enhanced. As mentioned in Chapter 5, 

the interviewees consider providing knowledge their responsibilities therefore they 

value the credibility highly. 

As Mahmud said:  

 

“I may be the only Muslim they [Facebook friends] know. I have to make 

sure the credibility of my post stands so that I can give them more exposure 

to the Muslim knowledge if they read my post carefully.” 
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6.1.2 The Functions of Photos, Videos and Check-ins at Events 

 

The second frequently used function for identity performance is to post photos, videos 

in which they attend a Muslim gathering and even “check-in” at mosques or other 

gathering locations. There are a variety of gatherings that are featured in the 

interviewees’ posts, such as Islamic festivals and celebrations in mosques or 

exhibitions of Islamic culture held in campuses and public performance centers. 

Through posting the photos and videos of activities, the interviewees believe that  

the cheerful atmosphere in the scenes can attract non-Muslim audiences’ attention on 

Taiwanese Muslim community and Islamic culture better than fanatic religious 

content. Kareem has posted the photos and videos of his own wedding 2 years ago. 

He said: 

 

“When I posted my wedding photos, on one hand I‘d like to share the 

happiness, on the other hand, I can share how a Muslim’s wedding 

progresses to people who have never seen an Islamic wedding before. The 

photos speak louder than anything; many people came to ask me about the 

Islamic wedding ceremony.” 

 

As mentioned in Chapter 5, for the interviewees, one of the core principles of 

impression management is that they have to spread the materials of the Muslim 

images little by little in order to avoiding being viewed as fanatical missionaries. 
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Many of them found that visual materials are effective tools to arouse the audiences’ 

curiosity about their religion and culture. They believe that Islamic cultural features in 

visual materials such as the beautiful clothes they wear, the halal food they eat, and 

the decorative styles originated from the Middle East or Southeast Asia look exotic 

and fresh for non-Muslim Taiwanese audiences. The gorgeous and colorful scenes 

help eliminate audiences’ negative stereotypes or reluctance to get to understand the 

religion more than textual descriptions of Islam and Muslim culture do. 

 

6.1.3 Other functions: name, profile pictures and descriptions on 

profile 

 

In Chapter 4, I indicated that the interviewees consider Taiwan a tolerant society, and 

that most of the interviewees believe that there is no need for them to hide their 

Muslim identity on Facebook. Even though most of their posts are only limited to 

friends because of privacy, many of them have shown some clues of their identity 

publicly through the functions which can be read by anyone. These functions include 

the user name, profile photos and descriptions on their profile.  

 

Among the interviewees, 3 of them use Arabic names spelled in English, allowing 

people who recognize Muslim names to easily tell that they are Muslims. Eight of 

them have marked out ”Islam” on the religious views field of their profile. Seven of 

them have profile photos or cover photos that contain Islamic features such as clothes 
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or the dome of mosques.  

 

It is worth noting that the interviewees consider the Islamic headscarf (hijab) for 

women as a more significant clue of Muslim Identity than men’s clothes. 4 

interviewees said that they believe people can tell that they are Muslims by seeing 

their profile photos, 3 of them are men. In their profile photos, all of these men were 

not wearing Islamic clothes and one of them even was absent in the photo. They still 

believed that people recognize their religion by their wives’ or children’s Islamic 

clothes. While clothing and dress styles are usually considered the most common 

symbols used to perform personal identity (Leoung, 2013), the interviewees highly 

depended on women’s clothes to perform their identity through photos. 

 

6.1.4 The function of comments and context collapse 

 

Apart from the aforementioned functions, some of the interviewees indicated that the 

interaction between them and their Muslim friends by commenting on Facebook posts 

might be viewed as clues of identity as well. For example, they would greet each 

other in Arabic (or Arabic spelled in English) on special holidays or festivals by 

commenting on each other’s posts. The interviewees believe that the small details can 

also make Non-Muslim audiences aware of their Muslim identity and furthermore 

showcase their religious customs. 
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Non-Muslim audiences usually would not have the chance to observe the details of 

interaction and languages in off-line life unless they happen to be in the same spot. 

However, in the semi-public environment of Facebook, these details are posted, 

viewed and would remain on the page as long as the user wants. While the scenes of 

performance on Facebook are no longer confined to specific social occasions and 

could be observed by more than one group of audience, the phenomenon, described as 

context collapse by previous studies, has had significant impact on users’ impression 

management strategies especially in the cross-cultural environment in which my 

interviewees live. As the interviewees believe that the interaction among Muslim 

friends on Facebook may become a part of self-identity performance, the blurring of 

stages in front of Muslim and non-Muslim audiences may cause unwanted effects for 

their impression management as well. Thus, the interviewees have developed 

strategies with Facebook privacy functions in response to the collapsing stages and 

intend to manage the confines of stages as much as they can. 

 

On the other side, the interaction functions among users also give the interviewees 

more chance to observe their audiences’ reactions to their performance. In the 

dramaturgical approach, a performer observes the audiences’ and the team’s reaction 

to decide whether s/he needs to adjust his/her performance or to take more effective 

practices to manage the confines of stages. Yet in the process of computer-mediated 

communication it is almost impossible for observation without face-to-faced 

interaction. However, Facebook provides various social functions such as “like”, 
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commenting and sending messages through which we can deduce the audiences’ 

reactions to their posts or their Muslim friends’ posts; the interviewees can tell that 

who are interested in what kind of contents, or who may find that their posts are 

unpleasing. Therefore the context collapse also allows the interactions on Facebook to 

become not only part of performances but clues for performers to improve their 

performances along with their skills of impression management.  

 

For instance, many of the interviewees reported that one of the concerns they have in 

mind when about to post something about Muslim is whether the contents are 

controversial to non-Muslim audiences. They tend to observe other Muslims’ and 

non-Muslims’ discussion about Islamic topics to decide what kind of contents are 

controversial. While there are few interviewees who believe that it is meaningful for 

Muslims to exchange opinions and even argue with the non-Muslim society about the 

stereotypes against Muslims, most of the interviewees still said they tend to avoid 

posting controversial contents in case of provoking arguments between themselves 

and their audiences in the commenting area. For the interviewees, not only 

presentation of Muslims’ “bad behaviors” but the arguments on commenting area 

below their posts would also harm the images of Muslims. Intriguingly, most of them 

have never faced direct and strong disagreement from audiences because of their own 

posts about Islam and Muslim. Many of the interviewees reported that they have seen 

other Muslim users argue with non-Muslims through comments, both on their friends’ 

timelines and on public pages. By observing their team members’ experiences through 
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comments, they learn to avoid posting similar contents that may bring controversy 

and cause damage to Muslim image. They also develop more measures for managing 

the confines of stages as strategies of impression management. As Kareem said: 

 

“I have seen people arguing [about Islam or Muslim issues] on some 

[Facebook] pages. Sometimes when people are diametrically opposed to 

each other they make irrational verbal attacks …… I don’t want to post any 

articles that may cause these very negative situations.” 

 

6.2 Audience Segregation: Facebook privacy functions as 

tools for managing the confines of stages 

 

In the dramaturgical approach, the performer must make sure s/he is giving 

performance in front of the audience with the same expectations, otherwise s/he will 

not be able to give an ideal and consistent image and fail the performance. In other 

words, when the audiences with different expectations accidentally join the same 

occasion and find that the performance is not consistent with their impressions, they 

are intruders who intervene in the performer’s back stage. On SNSs, however, the 

default setting usually allows the public to see and even participate in social 

interactions, making it difficult for individuals to protect the confines of back stages 

from being broken. Hence, audience segregation becomes a crucial strategy in 

impression management.  
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In this study, the interviewees are fully aware that it is likely Muslim and non-Muslim 

audiences possess different expectations for their self-presentation, this frequently 

challenges their impression management. Therefore, they have developed 2 main 

measures to segregate their audience using privacy tools provided by Facebook.  

 

6.2.1 “Who should see this?” Custom friend lists 

 

Facebook's privacy function “custom friend list” allows users to categorize friends 

into arbitrary lists. Furthermore, the function also allows users to decide who they 

want to share the content with post by post. Half of the interviewees said that they 

have created a friend list for Facebook friends who are Muslims, including family 

members, relatives and other young Taiwanese Muslims. With the list, the 

interviewees are allowed to decide which status updates can be seen by Muslim or 

non-Muslim friends. Hence, each of the post can be considered not only a 

performance but also a front stage for the expected audience and a back stage for the 

unwanted audience. 

 

Among the interviewees, there are 2 purposes to create the list for Muslim friends. 

The first purpose is to prevent Muslim friends from seeing the interviewees’ 

behaviors in photos that may violate Islamic religious disciplines. Most of the 

interviewees understand that some of their behavior in social occasions may not 
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comply with Islamic disciplines, such as drinking, swearing or wearing revealing 

clothes despite the fact that these behaviors are acceptable to a non-Muslim audience. 

 Hence, in order to manage their images in front of Muslim audience, they tend to 

choose not to post the photos with them violating religious disciplines or, when they 

really want to share the photos with other audiences, they managed to apply the 

custom lists to present the photos to non-Muslim audience and to conceal them from 

Muslim friends at the same time. 

 

As Fateenah said: 

 

“Sometimes I don’t want my Muslim friends to see some of my photos. 

Because I know they would not like to see them… For example, a few years 

ago I posted the photo of me attending high school prom and I was wearing 

low-cut evening dress in the photo. Then my father called me the next day, 

he asked that if I could take the photo off my wall. He said that both my 

grandma and my uncle who live in Myammar called him and talked to him 

about my dress……” 

 

In these cases, most of the Muslim friends the interviewees intend to segregate are the 

elders who follow religious disciplines strictly. According to Goffman’s theory, the 

team always has to ensure that their members’ performances adhere to the behavioral 

disciplines of the team. The elder Muslims usually take the responsibility to teach 
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their children how to perform better to maintain the image of “a good Muslim.” It is 

worth noticing that Fateenah ‘s father told her to take the photo off the wall instead of 

“not to wear clothing like that.” The correction is made for the purpose to give better 

impression in front of the Muslim audience who don’t want to see their members 

violate religious disciplines, not for the purpose to ask her to follow the disciplines. 

With the virtual confines of stages on Facebook, the membership of the team is no 

longer limited to the performers who perform side by side. Every member of the 

Muslim community on Facebook is now part of the team. The team is also now an 

audience who not only watches each other’s performances but also takes the charge to 

manage and correct the performances. When users feel like displaying the 

performance that is undesirable for the team, they are bound to separate the team from 

other audiences and to create a back stage for themselves. 

 

Some of the interviewees who are active in the small circles of Taiwanese Muslim 

communities said they often choose to put young Muslim friends on the custom lists 

as well. Although there is much less chance that a young Muslim will urge other 

Muslim peers to follow religious disciplines than their elder families do, the 

interviewees still want to maintain the image of self-disciplined Muslim in front of 

their young Muslim friends. Therefore, to segregate the Muslim audience is not only 

to avoid disciplines but also a way to manage impressions. It can be seen that the 

interviewees are aware that other Muslims are both the team and the audience. 

Although all of the interviewees have strong identities as Taiwanese Muslims, there 
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are still moments in which they do not want to follow religious disciplines as strictly 

as other team members do. The function of custom friend list (and to block somebody 

from viewing) gives the interviewees the chance to create a stage without the Muslim 

audience watching. For the interviewees, the posts are the back stage in which they do 

not want Muslim audience to intrude. 

 

As the team constantly affects the impression management of my interviewees, 

gender norm is a focal point as it affects the strategies of impression management in 

numerous dramaturgical studies. In this study, the interviewees always consider 

gender norms in Islamic religious disciplines when they pay attention to their 

performance on Facebook. There are explicit disciplines of body image for woman 

and man that are depicted in the holy Qur’an. The religious disciplines among woman 

are generally stricter than that in western cultures and even in Taiwan. As the 

interviewees view women’s clothes as effective tools of identity performance, they 

also understand that women’s clothes along with gender norms are key observable 

features for the team to review in their performances. Not only Muslim women are 

frequently reviewed, Muslim men also have to constantly adjust their performance 

based on gender norms after being corrected by the elders. Three male interviewees 

have these kinds of experiences, as Hazim said: 

 

“One of my aunts told me several times that I should not post selfies of me 

and my girlfriends on Facebook in case I ‘ruin’ their reputations, so I don’t 
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want her to see my photos.” 

 

When the custom list helps the interviewees segregate Muslim audience, the second 

types of purpose to create a list for Muslim friends is to prevent non-Muslim friends 

to see the interviewees’ posts that may lead to negative images against Taiwanese 

Muslims. For the interviewees, it is “no good” to let non-Muslims to see negative 

affairs about Taiwanese Muslims. The purpose fits the strategy of protecting the 

image of team in Goffman’s theory. Goffman indicated that if the team members are 

divided in their opinions, the credibility of their performance as a whole would also 

decrease. The interviewees believe that publicly pointing out the faults in Taiwanese 

Muslim community may cause negative images in front of non-Muslim audience. 

There are two interviewees have developed the strategy. Both of them have academic 

background and have conducted Islam- and Muslim-related studies before. They 

indicated that they tend to segregate non-Muslim audiences when they are going to 

share some critical comments about the existing circumstances and affairs of the 

Taiwanese Muslim community. In fact, they are renowned in the community of young 

Taiwanese Muslims because of their involvement in Muslim academic research. Other 

interviewees said that sometimes they view these two as correct sources of 

information. Other interviewees also believe that if they post any content about 

Muslims’ ill, even with criticism, it may cause harms on images of Muslims. 

Nevertheless, other interviewees usually choose not to share their own opinion that 

are, as Ameenah said, “non-professional” when the two interviewees with academic 
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backgrounds tend to share their opinion but limit the posts inside Muslim circles. In 

these cases, the posts become a back stage that keeps away non-Muslim audience. 

The function of custom friend list allows us a certain fluidity to manage the confines 

of front stages and back stages. The users can adjust the confines anytime. If they do 

not feel like paying attention to the confines, they may rather choose not to perform 

certain images with risks. 

 

6.2.2 Tag review and involuntary performance: preventive practice 

for protecting the confine of stage 

 

The second of privacy tools that Facebook provides to allow users to segregate their 

audience is tag reviewing. The tagging function allows users to share common 

activities by tagging someone on their posts. When a user tags a friend on his/her post, 

the posts pop out on the timelines both of the user and of person who is tagged. Tag 

reviewing, on the other hand, gives the tagged users the choice of whether having 

these posts showed on their timeline or not.  

 

I have addressed how the interviewees assumed the possible images presented by 

their own posts and comment and how they adjust their performance. In these 

processes, they are at least giving performance on their own initiatives. However, the 

tagging function makes it possible that their Facebook friends now can see some 

contents that they don’t feel like sharing with all the audiences. Goffman has 
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mentioned a similar phenomenon which resembles the tagging situation as 

inopportune intrusions. Inopportune intrusions mean that a random person intrudes 

into a scene, or a back stage, and sees the performance that is not supposed to be seen 

by him/her. Yet in the case of tagging, the interviewees’ offline activities become an 

involuntary performance in front of their audiences. The user who tagged out other 

people did not only give performance on his/her own stage but is also intruding others’ 

stages and dragging them into a performance without asking permission. That is to say, 

the random person does not intrude into scenes and become an audience. S/he also 

breaks the confines of stages and performs on other performers’ stage. The function of 

tagging can turn a post into a shared performance/stage between a user and the person 

being tagged. The involuntary performance may cause damages on the impressions 

other performers have carefully maintained. 

 

All of the interviewees adopt the function of tag reviewing to protect the confines of 

their Facebook stage from being broken by friends. For the interviewees, tag 

reviewing is an essential tool to prevent unwanted content from showing up their 

timelines. One of the purposes is to maintain the image of a self-disciplined Muslim. 

As the interviewee Hazim, whose aunt has considered his selfies inappropriate, said: 

 

“I started to use the ‘tag reviewing’ after my aunt told me not to post my selfies 

with girlfriends.” 
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All of the interviewees agreed that they employ tag reviewing to avoid the damage on 

the self-disciplined image about gender norms and other religious disciplines. Even 

though they know what kind of contents may violate the disciplines and manage not 

to post them, their friends who are not Muslims may tag them in the posts and cause 

intrusions on their stages.  

 

However, other interviewees also put emphasis on all kinds of embarrassment that 

could be caused by being tagged. As Basim said: 

 

“I don’t mind being tagged but I still use tag reviewing because my wife 

cares whether she looks good in the photos…It has nothing to do with the 

hijab, just appearance.” 

 

And Abbas said: 

 

“I would let everyone see the activities in the Mosque hoping they feel more 

curious about our culture …But I just don’t want my personal life to be 

so ’public’ to everyone. There is no need to do that.” 

 

In these cases, the interviewees employ tag reviewing for managing their 

performances from more than one aspect. Yet, no matter how they mostly pay 

attention to the self-disciplined Muslim image, the appearance or the privacy 
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boundaries, the core purpose of the usage of tag reviewing is to maintain the confines 

among their own back stage, front stage and other performers’ stages.  

 

The broken confines do not only mean that the audiences on their timelines would see 

unexpected performances, it also means that they are forced to give performance in 

front of other peoples’ audiences. Ameenah talked about the experience of being 

tagged and being invited into a discussion which she refused to participate in: 

 

“I didn’t respond to the question directly because it involves a great amount 

of interdisciplinary knowledge that I don’t have. I believe that when people 

only know one Muslim, that’s me in this case, in their entire life, my 

opinion would definitely affect their impressions on Muslims. I am 

responsible for what I say.” 

 

For Ameenah, the tagging as an invitation to expressing her opinion is apparently an 

unexpected incident that makes her consider the strategy of impression management 

carefully. She refuses the invitation in order to maintain her image as sources of 

correct information and in consideration of the image of the whole Muslim 

community. The interviewees’ strategic usage of tag reviewing once again indicates 

that while the confines of performing stages are no longer sharply distinguished, users 

have to be sensitive to the shift of their roles, stages and performances on SNSs at all 

times in order to achieve impression management. 
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6.3 Pages and groups: new stage, new performance 

 

Given the difficulty for users to maintain audience segregation and confines of stages 

on their own timelines, creating a new stage outside their timelines is another choice 

to express their identity as a Muslim. Among the interviewees, there are a few who 

are highly involved in the promotion of knowledge of Islam and Muslim or in the 

Taiwanese Muslim communities’ activity. Instead of self-presentation, they adopted 

different social tools on Facebook, such as “page” and “group” to create new stages 

for the purpose of contributing to the public movements of Taiwanese Muslims and to 

separate their personal life from the public audience in the meantime. 

 

Five years ago Jamil created an informative page to share knowledge about all kinds 

of topics on Islam and Muslims. The content he shares through the page are mainly 

news reports, comments, analysis and academic essays. In his words, he created the 

page for audiences who are not his Facebook friends. As he said: 

 

 “I create the page for people who are not my friend, so they can have the 

chance to access these topics……Mostly for Taiwanese or Chinese in other 

regions.” 

 

For Jamil, the page gives him an exclusive platform on which to provide correct 
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information and to maintain privacy at the same time. With the page, he can share 

information with a much larger audience who may not know any Muslim friends but 

are nevertheless willing to gain more knowledge about them; meanwhile, he doesn’t 

have to add curious stranger as his Facebook friends and share his personal life with 

them. 

 

However, creating the new stage does not mean that his personal timeline is not a 

stage anymore. Jamil said that he still likes to share contents on his timeline as long as 

he finds them worthy of read or rarely seen on mass media. Yet he considers the 

content shared on the page more serious than the content on his timeline. As he said: 

 

“I share everything I find interesting on my timeline, they can be quite 

casual or even funny. But the page is for the public so I cannot post any 

content that I like. People may misunderstand what I want to express if I 

don’t comment on it seriously. I used to write a lot comments [on the posts]. 

Generally, it takes me at least 15 minutes on each post. When I don’t have 

much time to write, I just share them on the page.” 

 

The other kind of new stage is pages or groups that represent the interviewees’ offline 

identity or social activities of the Muslim community, such as NCCU Islamic Culture 

Club, Muslim Youth of Taiwan and Chinese Muslim Association Taipei. Some of 

them are pages of Muslim student clubs in universities, some of them are groups that 
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allow Muslim to share and discuss information on the Islamic lifestyle and religious 

doctrines; some groups even allow non-Muslim members to join and to exchange 

opinions.  

 

At least four interviewees have been founders or directors of these pages and groups. 

They mainly share information about offline activities of Muslim in Taiwan, including 

student clubs’ gathering, exhibitions and speeches for the public. They also share 

knowledge about Islam through these pages and groups. The new stage is no longer a 

stage for individual performers to build self-images but a stage for all Muslims in 

Taiwan to present themselves and to advance community cohesion. As Firas said: 

 

“When I was the president of Muslim Youth of Taiwan, I found that 

Facebook groups are very useful means to announce new information and to 

bring Muslim members together.” 

 

It is rather notable that while they create a new stage for the public audience, the 

functions of pages and groups are not new to the Internet. Blogs, Bulletin Board 

System and other forms of online forums that provide a topic-centered communicative 

environment have existed far before the SNS-era. Facebook’s pages and groups that 

function as similar environments as pre-SNS websites allow users who have the 

motives of performance to employ the functions to create different stage based on 

their needs. Moreover, when it seems that the interviewees create pages and groups to 
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divide their private stages from stages for uncertain audiences, they did not intend to 

completely divide their performances from the two stages. In fact, all of them 

frequently share posts from the pages on their own timeline. Many of their Facebook 

friends also know that they are running the pages. For the interviewees, they use their 

timeline to promote the activities they want people to attend or to notice. While they 

create a new stage to give specific performances for the uncertain audiences, they 

keep providing the serious, professional and informative contents so their Facebook 

friends have more access to knowledge of Islam and Muslim. As Kareem said: 

 

“There are many kinds of information I like to share [from the page he was 

running], for example, the association’s activities, the new information of 

restaurants that have been issued halal food certification (清真食品認證) 

and the speeches I’m going to deliver in universities. I hope my friends or 

my friends’ friends would be attracted by my posts and want to know more 

about Islam and Muslim culture.” 

 

The interviewees believe that when Taiwanese people possess more comprehensive 

understandings of Islam and Muslim, they will have a better chance to reverse the 

negative image against all Muslims, including themselves. To achieve this goal, the 

interviewees are willing to partly break the confines of stages. On one hand, they 

consider it a good way to enhance their personal image as sources of information. On 

the other hand, they believe letting their friends know that they are willing to 
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introduce their religion and are actively involved in offline activities is also the best 

declaration of Muslim identity. As Mahmud said: 

 

“I have never been afraid of revealing that I am a Muslim. I simply share 

everything I think is worth knowing.” 

 

For the interviewees, to control the confines of public and private stages is an 

essential part of impression management. Yet they are fully aware that they can make 

the best of the fluidity of stages to achieve the goals of voicing for their identity. The 

core strategy of impression management is not only to fulfill the audiences’ 

expectation, but to let as many people as possible to see and to be convinced of their 

performance, no matter it is on the public page or private timelines. 

 

6.4 Summary 

 

This chapter discusses the affordances of various technological designs on Facebook. 

To summarize this chapter, the interviewees developed several strategies of 

impression management using various Facebook functions. They employed the 

interactive communication functions of Facebook as tools of performing the self and 

the privacy setting tools as tools of managing the confines between various social 

stages.  
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For performing the self, they mostly used the sharing function to provide third party 

produced news and knowledge about Islam and Muslim. This serves to construct 

comprehensive images of Muslims in front of the non-Muslim audience and 

meanwhile build their self-image as sources of correct information. Secondly, they 

tend to post photos, videos and even “check-in” in which they attend a Muslim 

gathering at mosques or other locations. They believe that the Islamic-featured scenes 

of their offline events can attract more non-Muslim audiences’ attention on Taiwanese 

Muslim community and Islamic culture. They are also aware that the daily 

interactions among them and their Muslim friends are part of performances showing 

their Muslim Identity because the semi-public environment of Facebook has caused 

context collapse. Among the interactive details, the interviewees believe Muslim 

women’s clothes in profile photos are often the best identity symbols for people to 

become aware of the presence of Muslim in public.  

 

However, the context collapse gives the interviewees chances to improve skills of 

impression management as well. Using interactive functions such as “like” and 

commenting, they can benefit from observing audience reactions. With the tagging 

function, on the other hand, the confines of their stages might be broken by friends. It 

could damage their images in Muslim community. 

 

Thus, for managing the confines between stages and performances, the interviewees 

employ custom friend lists and tagging review to maintain audience segregation. 
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Through the custom friend list, they are able to give appropriate performances to 

differentiated audiences according to Muslim and non-Muslim customs so that their 

Muslim friends or the elders from family would not see them violating religious 

disciplines, mostly gender norms. Through the tagging review, they are able to make 

sure that their friends cannot arbitrarily make them give involuntary performances in 

front of their audiences. Some interviewees also manage to create Facebook pages 

and groups as new stages. Most of the new stages are created to achieve the purposes 

of providing information of Islam and Muslim and to enhance the cohesion of the 

Taiwanese Muslim community. Nevertheless, they also employ the contents on the 

pages as sources for more personalized performance of the self by sharing them on 

their own timelines.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 95 

Ch7 Conclusion  

 

7.1 Discussion 

 

Overall, this research illuminates the ways in which a marginalized group in Taiwan 

utilizes Facebook to negotiate impression and perception in the global production of 

images. It also demonstrates how different technological designs on the same social 

media platform allow for different affordances for representation and advocation.  

 

This research seeks to contribute to several interlinked literatures. This study is the 

first to explain how the younger generations of Taiwanese Muslims perceive their 

identity and majority society’s perception of them as well as the first investigating 

how young Taiwanese Muslims are trying to use SNSs to respond to the perceptions, 

even endeavor to reverse and reshape images of Muslims through their day-to-day 

self-presentation on SNSs. Taiwanese Muslims have been a subject of studies for 

several decades, starting from Pillsbury’s dissertation (1973) that paved the way of the 

historical evolution of Hui people/Muslim popularity/Islam in Taiwan, and have 

expanded into broader map of identities of Muslim communities from different 

origins. Using Goffman’s dramaturgical approach and impression management, this 

study provides a close look at how young Taiwanese Muslims utilize Facebook as a 

social and performance tool to present themselves regarding their hybrid identity and 

make efforts to negotiate the impression of Muslims and Islam within the larger 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 96 

Taiwan society.  

 

In line with previous studies of Han-speaking Muslim popularity, this study has 

shown that the younger generations of Muslims in Taiwan have developed the local 

identity of being uniquely Taiwanese Muslim. As Pillsbury (1973) indicated, the 

Muslims who arrived in Taiwan during the Chinese civil war were Hui ethnic group. 

Lin (2013) and Pelletier (2014) both addressed that their identity as Muslim minority 

in Taiwan has shifted from ethnic view to religious view. In this study, all of the 

interviewees identified themselves with the hybrid identity of Taiwanese Muslim. 

They further explained that the identity first includes their religious identity as 

Muslims who believe in Islam, one of the religions with largest popularity in the 

world. Secondly, their identity as Taiwanese refers to a collective citizenship among 

people who lived, grew up and received education in Taiwan.  

 

A major part of the study discusses Taiwanese Muslims’ strategies of impression 

management on Facebook for achieving the goal put forth. As the dramaturgical 

approach focusing on how individual embedded in societies to perceive the self and 

the social context then managing to present appropriate impressions, I have explore 

how Taiwanese Muslims consider the non-Muslim majority of Taiwan society. 

Though they believe that the Taiwan society possess certain negative stereotypes 

against Muslim under the global context of international terrorism and anti-terrorism, 

they experienced the society has superficial understanding about Muslim and Islam 
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around the world due to lack of relevant knowledge thus the negative images are only 

linked to Middle-eastern Muslims. However, with the influence of fast-pacing 

international media and globalization, they still feel the urgency to engage in 

constructing “real” images of Muslim around the world. They believe it would be an 

advantage for them to spread the knowledge and information in the multi-religious 

and multicultural society in Taiwan to reverse the biased perceptions of Muslim by 

presenting their own identity. By carefully corresponding to the context 

aforementioned, they provide three main categories of identity expression: 1) sources 

of correct information about Muslim; 2) ordinary people who believe in Islam; 3) a 

self-disciplined person. For performing the self, they mostly use the sharing function 

to provide knowledge about Islam and Muslim to construct comprehensive 

understanding of Muslims for the non-Muslim audience. Then they are likely to post 

photos, videos and even check-ins in which they are at a Muslim gathering, using the 

visual symbolic contents to attract non-Muslim audiences’ attention on the presence 

of Taiwanese Muslim community.  

 

Yet another concern of impression management on Facebook is that the different 

features of SNSs can shape the forms of performance as well as social context 

(Aspling, 2011). Facing the challenge of context collapse, some of the Taiwanese 

Muslims developed their skills of impression management. They take advantage of 

collapsed context to glance at other Muslims’ failure of management and learned to 

segregate audience by applying custom friend list tagging review function to maintain 
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the confines between their own stages and other performers. Through the customized 

friend list, they are able to give appropriate performances to differentiated audiences 

according to Muslim and non-Muslim. Through the tagging review, they are able to 

make sure that their friends cannot arbitrarily make them give involuntary 

performances in front of their audiences. Gender is another social factor here 

influencing their strategies. The influence mostly comes from their religious 

disciplines under gender norms. Some interviewees also manage to create new stages 

in order to give performance in front of more audiences while keeping certain degree 

of privacy. 

 

The Taiwanese Muslims’ experiences provide a detailed sketch of what aspect needs 

to be taking consideration when a minority group of people intends to negotiating 

their social position by identity performance and impression management on SNSs. 

The action of performance may be personal on account of the individual-centered 

nature of SNSs, however, as studies using Goffman’s approach has been laying 

emphasis on the importance of context and the interaction between performers, 

audience, teams and front and back stages, the Taiwanese individual activities toward 

the society may also resonate the dynamics of identity in a larger scale and reflecting 

in the real world.   

 

7.2 Limitations and future research 
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While Taiwanese Muslims form a community with members from diverse 

backgrounds, the focus of this study is primarily limited to Muslim-born descendants 

of Han-speaking Muslim from China. New members have also been adding to the 

composition of the Muslim religious community in Taiwan, including Taiwanese 

people who have converted to Muslim and biracial or multiracial Muslims. Hundreds 

of thousands of foreign Muslim laborers from Southeast Asia also make up a 

considerable portion of Muslims in Taiwan and have drastically increased the 

visibility of Muslims and Islam in Taiwanese society. What kind of identity do these 

Muslims possess? Would they agree with the Taiwanese perception of Muslims as 

illustrated in this study? Would they feel the same need to improve peoples’ 

understanding of Muslim through personal efforts? If yes, what kind of strategies in 

terms of identity performance and impression management would they utilize? These 

questions encompass the scope of future research on the Muslim community in 

Taiwan.                                                                                                 

 

Finally, this study addresses only a small portion of the vast need for more exploration 

into their experiences of identity performance and engagement in dialogue with the 

majority of society through the use of SNSs. Given the differentiated theoretical 

frameworks and various social contexts that can be used for identity performance on 

different SNSs, these limitations call for further research involving other groups of the 

Muslim community to explore the different forms of impression management and 

identity disclosure they practice through the everyday use of SNSs. 
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Applendix   

Appendix 1: List of Interview Questions 

Listed below are the questions I used when I conducted interviews. Focusing on my 

research questions, the outlines of interviews are as follows: 

The interviewees’ perception of their identity and of Taiwanese 

society 
• Does the term Taiwanese Muslim adequately describe your identity? 

• Please explain in further detail about the formation of your identity. 

• On what occasions would you introduce yourself to new acquaintances as a 

Taiwanese Muslim? 

• What are your thoughts on living in Taiwan as a Taiwanese Muslim? 

The identity and impressions they want to present online   
• Do you post content on Facebook by which people are able to tell you are a 

Muslim?  

• What kind of content on Islam and Muslims do you post?  

• What is your concern when you decide to or not to share certain information of 

Muslim and Islam? 

• What kind of image of Muslim and Islam would you want people to obtain form 

your post? 

The usage of Facebook for impression management 

• How do you present the images you want people to obtain by your posts? 

• Have you ever encountered the situation that people being hostile or unfriendly 

to what you post on Facebook? 

• Have you ever adjusted the content you post? Why? 

• Have you ever adjusted the privacy settings of content on Islam and Muslims? 

Why? 

• Do you think your posts affect people’s perception of Muslim or Islam? How? 
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